
3 The Philippines
Poverty, urbanisation and disasters

Introduction

Southeast Asia is one of the most disaster-prone regions in the world. According
to the 2016 World Risk Index, Vanuatu, Tonga and the Philippines are the three
countries most exposed to and at risk from disasters worldwide (Muncke et al.
2016). The Index calculates risk using a series of indicators based on exposure to
‘natural’ hazards and the ‘social, economic and ecological conditions within those
countries’ (ibid., p. 44). Countries such as the Philippines and Indonesia sit on the
Paci!c Ring of Fire and experience regular tectonic activity. Parts of the region
are also prone to typhoons. Weather events are classed as typhoons when wind
speeds reach over 118 kph. Super-typhoons are designated as such when wind
speeds reach over 220 kph according to the Philippine Atmospheric, Geophysical
and Astronomical Services Administration (2015) (PAGASA). These classi!cations
are closely related to the Sa"r-Simpson hurricane wind scale (SSHWS), which
determines the !ve categories of hurricane (The Weather Channel 2015).

The Philippines, Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos and Myanmar lie directly on the
North-East Paci!c typhoon belt. The Philippines is the !rst major land mass
facing the Paci!c Ocean and, therefore, in the front line of what is also known as
‘typhoon alley’. The typhoon season usually runs from May to October with on
average 20 typhoons occurring a year. Experts predict that typhoons have
increased in severity (Mei et al. 2015; Mei and Xie 2016) in the Northwest Paci!c
and argue that this trend is related to global warming.

The term natural disaster should be treated with caution. The scale and impact
of natural environmental hazards are mediated by human activity to the extent
that there may be little that is natural about them. Seismic and weather-driven
hazards may be natural, but their impact is mediated and often magni!ed by
human activity. Disasters are a signi!cant drain on national economies and present
particular challenges to already vulnerable and impoverished communities and
families. Many people have no choice but to live in typhoon-a#ected, low-lying,
densely populated areas in makeshift housing that render them extremely exposed,
and, therefore, vulnerable to the vagaries of the weather. The impact of a disaster
depends on the social and material circumstances in which people live, their ability
to mitigate the threat and the e#ectiveness of relief services.
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The origins of many of today’s vast urban metropolises can be traced back to
early settlers who were attracted to sites that o#ered access to water. Water
transport is one of the cheapest and oldest ways of moving people and goods,
marine life o#ers sustenance and fresh water is essential for human survival.
However, over time, the growth of human settlements, groundwater extraction
and subsidence have caused cities such as Jakarta, Tokyo, Ho Chi Minh City
and Manila to sink (Rodolfo and Siringan 2006). Consequently, they are
increasingly vulnerable to rising sea levels and weather-related $ooding. While
the occurrence of the typhoon season in Southeast Asian countries is relatively
predictable, many areas struggle to cope with the impact of typhoons, including
landslides and serious $ooding. Urban growth has outpaced the ability of gov-
ernments to provide the infrastructure and defences necessary to cope with
extreme, and sometimes even routine, weather events. This is a serious issue
and factors such as poor drainage and overcrowded housing on waterways lead
to regular $ooding during the rainy season. Flooding and extreme weather
generated by typhoons also have signi!cant knock-on e#ects, such as internal
displacement, the disruption of transport networks and the destruction of
homes, livelihoods and food security.

The relationship between the intensity of a disaster and the scale of its impact
does not have a simple correlation. Impact is mediated by vulnerability. This
book has chosen to focus on urban vulnerability as urbanisation is an increasing
global trend and many of the urban poor are forced to live in areas that heighten
their exposure to natural disasters. Millions of people around the world live in
overcrowded, unsafe conditions that are prone to extreme weather events and this
trend is set to continue. Urban slum dwellers are extremely vulnerable to natural
hazards. Their communities are often most at risk from natural hazards and least
able to resurrect themselves after a disaster. The options for mitigation and
adaptation may be extremely limited due to lack of funds, inadequate infra-
structure and governance, the need to return to livelihood activities as soon as
possible, and often there is quite simply nowhere else for them to go.

Urban risk is a key concern for the Philippines. Metro Manila, home to more
than 12.88 million people, is at signi!cant risk from typhoons, $oods and earth-
quakes (Lloyd’s 2015). Metro Manila,1 also known as the National Capital
Region (NCR), is in fact made up of 16 cities and one municipality, only one of
which is Manila proper (Figure 3.1).2 According to the World Bank, 38 per cent
of the population of the Philippines live in slums (2016b) with Manila being one
of the most densely packed cities in the world. As Southeast Asian lower income
countries (LIC) countries industrialise, the likelihood is that their cities will con-
tinue to grow. Lessons can be learned from the Philippines, classed by the World
Bank as a lower-middle-income economy, with reference to urban vulnerability,
risk and resilience.

This chapter outlines why the urban poor live where they do and assesses the
relationship between the urban poor, vulnerability and risk in relation to natural
hazards. Urban poor communities are often increasingly at risk due to the con-
vergence of their makeshift housing, vulnerable location and intensifying
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environmental hazards, speci!cally typhoons. Even those communities far away
from the sea are vulnerable to landslides and $ooding due to inadequate drai-
nage, inadequate building controls and proximity to inland waterways. The
overall aim of the chapter will be to identify the factors that contribute to the
vulnerability of the urban poor to environmental threats and to identify how the
urban poor mitigate and adapt to such threats.

With a focus on Manila, the !rst section of this chapter examines the environ-
mental risks that the urban poor face as a result of the density and location of their
dwelling places and how their coping strategies can compound their vulnerability.
We focus on Metro Manila in this chapter as the processes of urbanisation, urban
poverty, con$icts over urban land, governance and disaster management that can be
seen over time in the national capital inform and guide what is subsequently seen at

Figure 3.1 National Capital Region (Metro Manila), the Philippines
Source: https://wiki.openstreetmap.org/wiki/Main_Page
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the regional level in the Philippines. The experience in Metro Manila is also useful as
a comparative example with other large disaster-prone cities in Southeast Asia.

The second section of the chapter addresses the challenges faced by those dis-
placed by environmental disasters. Internally displaced persons (IDPs) are those
who are forced to $ee their homes, on a temporary or permanent basis, but who
do not cross a national border. The push factor for their displacement is fre-
quently violence, however, IDPs can also be environmental refugees who have
been forced from their homes and communities because of an environmental
disaster. Displacement can be a repeat or even seasonal process for those who
have no choice but to return to what is left of their communities after a disaster.
This section will examine the material and social challenges displacement presents
for urban poor communities.

The third section expands on the tension between the resilience of slum com-
munities and environmental adaptations designed to reduce $ooding and
inundation of cities more generally. This section will argue that the urban poor
are consigned to the margins of existence in many cities and that this social
relationship is increasingly re$ected in the densely packed spatial geography and
architecture of cities. Lessons learned in the Philippines, from pre-Yolanda dis-
asters such Typhoon Ondoy (international name Ketsana), are addressed in order
to identify the risks and vulnerabilities that the urban poor continue to face.

Urbanisation

The process of urbanisation that occurred during the Industrial Revolution in
western countries can now be seen in late industrialising economies, many of
which are classi!ed as middle- or lower-income countries (Central Intelligence
Agency 2015; United Nations Economic and Social Commission for the Asia
Paci!c 2015, pp. 116–126). In 1960, 34 per cent of the world’s population was
classed as urban. By 2015, this had risen to nearly 54 per cent (World Bank
2016a) and it is predicted that by 2050, 66 per cent of the world’s population will
be urban (United Nations 2015, p. 7). Urbanisation is happening more rapidly
in the East Asia and the Paci!c (EAP) region than any other region of the
world. The region as a whole has a growth rate of 3 per cent and a total
urban population of 1.2 billion (Baker and Gadgil 2017, p. 5). Would-be
urbanites are attracted by the promise of enhanced economic opportunities,
better social services and educational opportunities and family ties. However,
they can also be pushed because of the rapid or slow onset decline of socio-
economic and ecological conditions in rural areas. Rural insurgencies and
military activity, such as that experienced in areas of Mindanao and Samar
Island, can also drive people away from their lands and into towns and cities.

Urbanisation and economic growth can bring about opportunities for the poor,
however, haphazard urban expansion can put further strain on social services, the
environment and exacerbate economic inequality. Mature cities, such as London,
Paris and New York, grew gradually over time, however, recent urbanisation has
been a relatively rapid phenomenon. In cities such as Jakarta and Manila this has
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meant that government agencies have struggled to provide the requisite housing and
infrastructure. Tra"c congestion and $ooding are indicative that both cities are
struggling to cope with the spread and density of human settlement. Inevitably
urbanisation forces the price of land up in city centres and poorer sectors of the
population are left with little choice but to live in cramped, unsafe, poorly serviced
and even illegal housing and/or enduring long commutes to their work places.

Slum living and environmental vulnerability in Manila

Sharp domestic inequality is frequently seen within countries experiencing out-
wardly healthy national economic growth (Sumner 2010, 2011). Some 73 per
cent of the world’s poor (World Bank 2017) live in middle-income countries. This
inequality is often stark in cities where the rich live in relatively close proximity to
the poor. United Nations’ 2015 Sustainable Development Goal 11: ‘Make cities
inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable’ lists among its facts and !gures that ‘8.3
million people live in slums today and the number keeps rising’ (United Nations
2015). Economic growth is concomitant with rapid urban development and this
can be seen in cities across the world. Census data shows that the population of
Manila has grown as follows since 1990 (Table 3.1).

That is a growth rate of 4,928,861 or over 38 per cent in just 25 years.
The birth rate, currently under three live births per woman in the Philippines,

does not account for this growth. Economic migrants and internally displaced
persons who came to Manila from the provinces to seek a living or escape unrest
in rural areas have in$ated the population of Manila (Shatkin 2004).

Economic opportunity and urbanisation have resulted in the expansion of
gated communities, luxury condominiums and malls that coexist with a dense
network of shanty communities, high levels of pollution, an over-burdened mass
transport system and some of the worst tra"c congestion in the world (Tan 2015).
Manila su#ers from intra-city inequality and its thin veneer of urban functionality
is easily disrupted when it rains as the drains immediately back up, the already
slow-moving tra"c grinds to a halt and low-lying areas $ood.

Metro Manila had a population density of 20,785 persons per square kilometre in
2015; this is 60 times higher than the national average of 337 (Philippine Statistics
Authority 2016). The City of Manila proper has a density of 71,263 persons per
square km and some of the most densely populated areas are slums. However, these
!gures should be treated with caution as the process of data gathering in the

Table 3.1 Population growth in Manila

Year Population !gure

1990 7,948,392
2000 9,932,560
2010 11,855,975
2015 12,877,253
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Philippines has been problematic on a number of fronts. Studies have shown that
census !gures are collected by unskilled and low-paid workers who ‘systematically
underestimate the poor’ (Berner 1996, p. 3) and recording the data of house owners,
as opposed to those who reside in the house, is common. This issue resonates with
the discussion in Chapter 2 that details the various approaches used to categorise and
count those in poverty. The urban poor may also choose to resist enumeration, not
least because their tenure may be illegal. It is also estimated that Manila is home to
3.1 million homeless, 1.2 million of which are children (Laccino 2015), which creates
a problem for household-based data gathering.

Many urban dwellers exist in cramped and overcrowded conditions, otherwise
known as slums. Slum conditions vary, however. UN-Habitat (2007) de!nes a
slum household as a group of individuals living under the same roof in an urban
area who lack one or more of the following:

1. Durable housing of a permanent nature that protects against extreme climate
conditions.

2. Su"cient living space, which means not more than three people sharing the
same room.

3. Easy access to safe water in su"cient amounts at an a#ordable price.
4. Access to adequate sanitation in the form of a private or public toilet shared

by a reasonable number of people.
5. Security of tenure that prevents forced evictions .

Slum conditions may di#er between locations and slum areas may be newly
established, progressive and improving; or already established communities that
are in decline. UN-Habitat refers to these two categories as slums of hope and
despair respectively (2010, p. 11). Slum dwelling does not equate to simple
destitution. Even salaried workers may have no choice but to live in slum areas
as formal housing is beyond their means. Such residents can be described as
non-income-poor but environmentally deprived inhabitants. This situation
exposes them to ‘high health risks and other environmental hazards and [they]
can easily move to income poverty’ (Ballesteros 2010, p. 8). Rapid urbanisation
in Southeast Asia has led to the growth of unstable human settlements that
render many of the regions poor and vulnerable to extreme climate conditions.
Manila, Jakarta, Ho Chi Minh City and Vientiane are all low-lying cities that
su#er from unfettered urban development, denuded uplands and infrastructure
unable to keep pace with growth.

Slums are typically densely packed communities built in a haphazard fashion
from $imsy materials. Slum dwellers often do not have security of land tenure
and slums arise wherever a space can be found (Berner 1997). Slums can be
found on steep hillsides, perilously close to railway tracks, alongside rubbish
dumps and in and around graveyards. Waterways, such as rivers, canals and
esteros, are also a magnet for slum dwellers as sanitation and drainage are often
otherwise non-existent. The waterways become dumping grounds for all sorts of
waste, given the lack of any suitable alternatives.
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Slum structures themselves can be haphazard and it can be di"cult to de!ne
the di#erence between a ‘shelter’ and a ‘house’ (Aoki 2008, p. 70) due to the
fragility of some dwellings. Many of Manila’s homeless have a routine location
with some sort of structure on the street, under a bridge, or within a public space
such as a park. However, their shelter may comprise little more than a wooden
box, the interior of a pedicab or even some sheets of thin plywood or cardboard.
Others just sleep where a space can be found, such as in parks or on sidewalks. In
Manila, entire families can be seen eking out an existence on the streets with only
a tarpaulin, wooden box, vacant pedicab or even cardboard sheets to call home.
However, the frequently transient nature of homeless existence means that it is
di"cult to establish a credible headcount. Homelessness masks the scale of nat-
ural disasters, as no homes can be accounted for that can be classed as completely
or partially destroyed. The homeless may also fail to !gure in counts of the dead
or injured post-disaster, as they are not listed as residents in the !rst place. It is
also di"cult to draw estimates of impact from the destruction of dwellings as
multiple families can share one dwelling. These conditions pose serious challenges
for disaster risk reduction and management practitioners.

According to UN-Habitat, forces of globalisation and urbanisation alone
cannot explain the explosion in slum living and urban poverty. Instead they
are the result of ‘a failure of housing policies, laws and delivery systems, as
well as of national and urban policies’ (UN-Habitat 2003, p. 5). This failure
has been evident in Manila since at least the 1970s. In 1975, President
Marcos created the Metropolitan Manila Commission (MMC), under the
Chairmanship of the-then First Lady, Imelda. In 1978, the Ministry for
Human Settlements (MHS) was also created; Imelda was declared its Minister.
These initiatives wrested power from the Metro Manila mayors. The remit of
the MMC was to improve human life and develop the infrastructure in the
poorer areas. Through modernist coordinated city planning initiatives the
MMC implemented a metro-wide $ood control, tra"c management and solid
waste management systems and adopted slum improvement as a national
policy. These initiatives came on the back of recommendations from the Phi-
lippine delegation to the 1972 UNCED Conference on the Human Environ-
ment that Metro Manila needed centralised governance to deal with its
environmental issues. However, in reality, the MMC projects:

allegedly designed to improve the living conditions of the poorer sectors of
the metropolitan population, were started with much fanfare but soon
bogged down due to !nancial constraints, poor planning or implementation
and a rather frequent change of policy priorities. Moreover, many projects
such as the administration’s showcase projects which were undertaken mostly
with foreign assistance, often unilaterally bene!tted either supporters of the
regime, the better-o#, or both groups. In the case of most housing projects,
for instance, the impact on the living conditions of the actual target group,
the urban poor, was more often than not adverse.

(Ruland 1985, p. 34)
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Meanwhile, the MHS, which was composed of 19 corporations that handled
housing, !nance, food distribution and health services, operated in a fashion that
gained it a reputation as a ‘super-patronage machine’ (Storey 1998, p. 276).
Funds meant for housing were diverted to tourism projects and the already
wealthy, particularly their friends and political allies. A major part of the pro-
blem was that the centralisation of urban governance in Manila was designed to
consolidate the power of the Marcos family as opposed to being a basis for
sound urban planning. By controlling the metropolis, Marcos sought to deter
the Communists, sideline his political enemies and present an attractive version
of the Philippines to the international community. Marcos saw the urban poor
as ‘potential bases for urban insurgency and an eyesore that acted as a repellent
to foreign investors’ (Shatkin 2000, p. 2478). This led to contradictory policies
that saw mass evictions in Manila but also a signi!cant increase in housing
expenditure under martial law (Urban Research Consortium 1998). By 1985,
the housing sector was a complex maze of departments organised on the basis of
political favouritism that was teetering on the verge of collapse that was in debt
to the tune of PHP1.76 billion (Storey 1998, p. 277).

Power was restored to the Manila mayors after Marcos were ousted in 1986.
Under the 1991 Local Government Code of Philippines (Republic Act No. 7160),
executive powers were devolved to the mayor of each city. City residents elect
mayors every three years. Mayors can sit in o"ce for a maximum of three terms,
although government o"ce is frequently rotated among family members ensuring
that political ‘dynasties’ keep control of their bailiwicks. This phenomenon is seen
across the Philippines (McCoy 1994; Simbulan 2005). The Philippines is ‘one of
the most progressive countries in Southeast Asia in terms of decentralisation of
urban governance and planning processes’ (Galuszka 2014, p. 277). However,
!nancial commitment to the upgrading of Philippine slums lags behind other
comparable Southeast Asian communities.

Tension over land and housing in Manila post-Marcos has been

a clash of two transformative social processes – a civil society sector empow-
ered by its success in overthrowing a dictator and its newfound political
in$uence, and a set of powerful political and economic actors bent on rea-
lising and pro!ting from, the globalisation of Metro Manila’s economy.

(Shatkin 2007, p. 21)

These tensions have resulted in government policies that aim to improve
social housing while at the same time being hindered by government agencies
and a private sector that have deployed ‘legal obstacles, loopholes, and non-
compliance’ (ibid., p. 21) by way of resistance. The popular narrative of these
tensions focuses on political drama and the wrongdoing of warring politicians.
However, the backdrop to this history is the experience of ‘$ooded streets,
drought-stricken !elds, shattered communities, $attened buildings, buried
homes, and lost parents, children or livelihoods’ (Banko# 2003, p. 62) for
ordinary Filipinos.
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Non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and community-based organisations
(CBOs) have attempted to better the situation of the urban poor by lobbying the
government and Metro Manila mayors for change, with varying degrees of suc-
cess (Shatkin 2000). The prospects for meaningful change come down to a
number of factors, including the business interests of the local politicians and their
allies and the need to court the poor as voters while at the same time limiting
their political in$uence and potential control of high value land.

Overall political boundaries and frequent elections are not conducive to a citywide
approach to the capital’s environmental problems. It is politically expedient for
elected o"cials in Manila to focus on the needs of their city, over and above the
needs of others, in order to maintain their popularity. However, they are vulnerable
to the environmental practices of their neighbours. Frequent elections, political
boundaries, the vested interests of elites and a lack of integrated forward planning
have led to a piecemeal approach to urban planning and disaster risk reduction in
Manila. This was evident during Typhoons Ondoy and Pepeng in 2009, leading
critics to conclude that ‘there is a continuing failure of the Philippine administra-
tion – at both national and municipal levels – to prepare for catastrophic events’
(Loh and Pante 2015, p. 50). This failure will be discussed in relation to Typhoon
Yolanda in the later chapters of this book. Another particular problem central to
urban governance in Manila has been the conservation and management of the
Pasig River and its tributaries.

The Pasig River in Metro Manila runs from the freshwater Laguna de Bay
in the east to Manila Bay in the west. The river runs through some of the
most densely packed communities in Metro Manila. A number of tributaries
feed the river, including the San Juan and Marakina Rivers. Metro Manila is
located in a natural, semi-alluvial $ood basin and is barely above sea level in
places. Flooding and water-borne pollution are nothing new in Manila; urban
planners have struggled with this problem for centuries (Huetz de Lemps
2001). Living in such a putrid environment renders residents vulnerable to
diseases such as malaria, dengue, gastroenteritis, respiratory ailments and
leptospirosis (Arbiol et al. 2013; Lau et al. 2010).

Typhoons and even sudden downpours can have a catastrophic e#ect on
Manila, especially slum areas. Waterways and drains quickly over$ow and settle-
ments are quickly inundated with !lthy $oodwater. In 2000, a mountain of rub-
bish destabilised by heavy rains collapsed on a number of dwellings, killing
hundreds of residents in Payatas, a rubbish dump in Quezon City in northern
Metro Manila (Pagano 2000). The disaster was further compounded by !re
caused by dislodged power cables and open stoves. Open cooking methods and
gas cylinders are part and parcel of slum living, but they are also hazardous. A
spark can quickly turn into an inferno in such con!ned conditions.

Safe and a#ordable housing is a major issue in Manila. According to Vice
President Leni Robredo, citing !gures from the Housing and Urban Develop-
ment Coordinating Council (HUDCC), the number of informal settler families in
Manila rose from 1.5 million in 2011 to 2.2 million in 2015. Robredo also
reported that ‘the government needs to build at least 2,602 units of socialized
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housing a day to address the 5.7 million backlog in the next six years’ (Flores
2016). However, the housing situation is not down to one administration, rather it
is the accumulation of rapid urban expansion, poverty and a systematic neglect
by urban planning and infrastructure. An additional problem is that socialised
housing is not attractive to private developers. The high-rise condominiums and
associated facilities springing up around Manila are targeted at young profes-
sionals and middle-class families, not the poor. Indeed, the poor are frequently
ejected from the land acquired for these developments. In common with other
megacities, space is at a premium in Manila and the poor live with the near
constant threat of displacement either before or after disasters.

Internally displaced persons (IDPs)

Conventional understandings of human migration tend to focus on push and pull
factors related to political repression and economic calculations. Political refugees are
individuals ‘outside his or her country of nationality or habitual residence who are
unable or unwilling to return due to a well-founded fear of persecution based on his
or her race, religion, nationality, political opinion, or membership in a particular
social group’ (United Nations 2010). Economic migrants, on the other hand, have no
legal classi!cation but are generally understood to have moved from one country to
another to improve their economic prospects. Environmental refugees also lack legal
status and are commonly classed as ‘people who have been forced to leave their
traditional habitat, temporarily or permanently, because of a marked environmental
disruption (natural and/or triggered by people) that jeopardizes their existence and/
or seriously e#ects their quality of life’ (El-Hinnawi 1985, p. 4). Internally displaced
persons (IDPs) ‘are people who are forced to $ee their homes due to armed con$ict,
generalized violence, violations of human rights, natural or human-made disasters,
but who remain within their own country’ (UNOCHA, n. d.). However, the de!ni-
tions above are potentially simplistic. Kei Hakata argues that there are ‘multifaceted
causes of migration and displacement in this country [the Philippines] often with
regional variants’ (2013, p. 10). These causes include violence and con$ict, land
grabbing, forced conscription into armed groups, displacement due to mining and
development projects, loss of livelihood and the threat of human tra"cking. In the
Philippines and elsewhere, natural disasters and environmental degradation also
result in displacement.

It is estimated that ‘since 2008, an average of 26.4 million people per year have
been displaced from their homes by disasters brought on by natural hazards. This
is the equivalent to one person being displaced every second’ (Yonetani et al.
2015, p. 8). Disaster-driven IDPs face the permanent abandonment of the loca-
tion from which they were displaced or returning and managing the risk of future
hazards to the best of their capabilities. IDPs may contribute to the density of
urban slums because of a real or perceived expectation of better physical and
material security (pull factor) that might be available elsewhere. They might also
be forced into urban living if their rural habitats are no longer able to sustain
them (push factor). In reality, the growth of rural to urban IDPs is likely to be
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based on a combination of factors including lack of access to arable land, declin-
ing agricultural commodity prices, a surplus of rural labour, the destruction of
crops due to environmental disasters and rural insurgency.

Fire

Even established slum dwellers face a heightened risk of becoming IDPs due to
the fragility of their housing (push factor). In 2013, the year of Typhoon Yolanda,
nearly 600,000 houses were partially destroyed and more than 700,000 were
totally destroyed in the Philippines due to storms. In 2014, which saw Typhoons
Glenda, Mario and Ruby, more than 150,000 houses were totally destroyed and
nearly 800,000 were partially destroyed (de la Cruz 2016). Behind these !gures
lies a sea of human misery and it is highly likely that repeat displacement, perhaps
multiple times within one typhoon season, features in these statistics.

Densely packed slum communities, often built from $imsy $ammable materials,
are also extremely vulnerable to !re. Slum residents who lack properly maintained
utilities are likely to use open !res or gas canisters for cooking and heating water.
The electricity that is supplied to slum communities often arrives via a tangled mess
of faulty wiring in danger of imminent collapse. Once a !re starts, it may be di"cult
to bring under control as access to the densely packed communities is di"cult for the
emergency services and the lack of piped water is a problem, especially in the dry
season. During New Year celebrations in January 2015, 1000 slum dwellers lost their
homes to one !re in Manila (Sim, 2015), although this was by no means an isolated
incident. A year later, 84 families lost their homes in Tacloban (Calayag 2016), with
the likely cause in both cases being a stray !rework. In February 2017, 15,000 people
were made homeless from one !re in Manila (Villamore and Goldman 2017). Fire is
not always accidental. Landowners wishing to redevelop their land may resort to !re
as an e"cient means of slum clearance in the face of intransigent residents (Berner
1997). Storms and !re alone do not create disasters, the con!guration of human
settlements does and the destruction of communities is likely to lead to an increase in
numbers of IDPs, even if they stay within the same city or local area. However, many
IDPs are likely to be forced back to their destroyed communities to build back as best
they can, or transfer to other equally vulnerable areas.

Flood

While some IDPs can be permanently displaced due to various forms of land
degradation, others su#er from repeat displacement. This is certainly true in $ood-
prone areas. Displacement may be in the same city and last only as long as it takes for
$oodwaters to recede and for families to clean up what remains of what they call home.
On the other hand, families may !nd themselves homeless and face longer displace-
ment. In 2009, Typhoon Ondoy caused $ooding that saw 5,000 families ‘homeless in
evacuation centres and transitional shelters with host families over a year later’ (Zetter
and Deikun 2011, p. 49). A similar process of protracted displacement was seen after
Typhoon Yolanda and will be discussed in the later chapters of this book.
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With climate change-related $ooding now being described as ‘the new normal’
in some quarters (Cli#ord 2015, pp. 150–151) the urban poor face heightened
risk from more frequent and intense storms. In 2016, the Internal Displacement
Monitoring Centre (IDMC) reported 24.2 million new displacements as a result
of disaster, with East Asia and the Paci!c accounting for 68 per cent of the global
total (Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre 2017, p. 6). The Philippines
recorded 5,930,000 displaced persons, second only to China with 7,34,0000
(ibid.), with Typhoon Haima alone accounting for 2,377,000 displacements.
Between 2008 and 2016, 86 per cent of natural hazard-related displacements
were weather-related as opposed to 14 per cent which were geophysical (ibid.,
p. 32). Evidence over time and a lack of other available options dictate that
many urban slum dwellers in typhoon-prone areas are simply sitting on an
environmental and socio-economic time bomb.

For households, typhoon damage goes beyond the immediate economic
consequences of replacing dwellings and belongings. Numerous studies have
shown that typhoons can have a detrimental impact on household security
and family health for years after a typhoon. As well as rebuilding costs,
families may face signi!cant health expenses (Espallardo et al. 2015), loss of
income and contracted household spending over time. The e#ect on house-
holds with already inadequate income can be devastating, with the elderly
(Kulcsar 2013), the young and female family members (Anttila-Hughes and
Hsiang 2013) experiencing the greatest impact.

The competition for space

As noted above, sometimes it is the authorities themselves that cause internal
displacement. In Manila, the communities that overhang the Pasig River and
other waterways add to the city’s drainage problem and its propensity to $ood
(Loh and Pante 2015). By 1990, the river had become so !lthy and congested
that it was biologically dead. Attempts have been made to dredge the river to
allow for increased water $ow. However, some of these initiatives have been
problematic. The Pasig River Dredging Project started in late 2009 and was
undertaken by the Baggerwerken Decloedt en Zoon or Belgian Dredging Co.
(BDC). The project aimed to remove nearly three million cubic metres of
debris and sediment. However, it was subsequently tainted by allegations of
contractual irregularities and a follow-on project to clean up Laguna Bay was
cancelled by then President Benigno Aquino (The Manila Times 2014).

In 2011, then Interior and Local Government Secretary, Jesse Robredo,
announced that 100,000 riverside dwellers would be relocated before the end of
the Aquino presidency in 2016. He suggested in-city relocation to medium-rise
dwellings. In 1967, Malacañang Palace issued Memorandum Order No. 57
which allowed for ‘the transfer of informal settler families (ISFs) living in danger
and high-risk areas to decent housing sites, as may be applicable, and pave the
way for the clearing of clogged waterways’ (O"cial Gazette of the Republic of the Phi-
lippines 1967). It has since been recognised that in-city or even on-site relocation is
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preferable; however, ‘a#ordability is a very real issue when families are expected to
pay back the construction costs of their resettlement’ (Hodal 2013). The irony is that
the clean-up of the river can actually increase homelessness as people are forced from
whatever shelter, however inadequate, they are calling home (Moya 2014).

It is problematic to isolate the factors that drive internal displacement. Fre-
quently, displacement is the result of a combination of variables that might
include physical violence or threat, environmental degradation or disaster, pov-
erty and gender. These variables may coexist and assume varying signi!cance
over time. Insecurity of tenure or threats to physical safety might also mean that
urban IDPs are mobile within cities. It can also be the case that temporary camps
in urban or peri-urban areas morph into permanent settlements if IDPs choose to
remain where they are once initial threats have past. Also it is sometimes it is
di"cult to distinguish between a ‘house’ and a ‘shelter’. In Manila, this means
that the scale of homelessness and in-city movement are di"cult to track. All this
presents a challenge to the authorities as it becomes di"cult to quantify the scale
of the IDP problem and also identify who is an IDP and who is a permanent
resident. The larger the city, the greater this problem becomes.

Adaptation and legislating for resilience

Slum dwellers and the homeless in Manila have been a long-standing issue (Arn
1995; O"ce of the President of Manila 1968) for the authorities. The inability of
the government to cope with the scale of the problem is evident when o"cials
order the construction of temporary walls to hide slums or round up street
dwellers to mask the problem from visiting dignitaries (Conde 2015; Moya 2015;
Teodoro 2015). This is not a new strategy, former First Lady, Imelda Marcos,
beauti!ed the routes of foreign visitors in the 1970s with whitewashed walls.

The lack of urban planning and the sheer volume of numbers in Manila have
meant that environmental vulnerability characterises the existence of the urban
poor. Nevertheless, there are many extensive shanty communities in Metro
Manila that have been in existence for decades. By virtue of their longevity, they
display some form of resilience.

Resilience

In ecological terms, a resilient system has ‘the ability to resist impact, but when
impacted it can return to its previous state, and the focus is on the capacities of
systems that provide the ability to absorb, resist, and bounce back’ (Masterton et
al. 2014). Human or social resilience is also about ‘the ability of a social or eco-
logical system to absorb disturbances while retaining the same basic structure and
ways of functioning, the capacity for self-organisation, and the capacity to adapt
to stress and change’ (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 2007). The
term ‘resilience’ (Aldrich, 2012; Berke and Campanella, 2006; Keck and Sakda-
polrak; 2013) merits some consideration here because understanding how and
why communities are resilient involves considering physical and social threats, on
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the one hand, and coping strategies and the capacity to adapt, on the other.
Governmental and non-governmental agencies tasked with dealing with the
threats that impact upon urban poor communities and the capacity of the poor
themselves to manage these threats should start by addressing the factors that
uphold or undermine the resiliency of these communities.

Some environmental threats, such as earthquakes or major typhoons, may be
catastrophic and demand the complete rebuilding of communities, something
which Philip R. Berke and Thomas J. Campanella have called ‘a window of
opportunity … to push for change of entrenched practices’ (2006, p. 193). Pro-
gressive movements and NGOs may ‘consider disasters an opportunity to raise
people’s awareness and mobilise them for social change’ (Banko# and Hilhorst
2009, p. 698). Other environmental threats may be relatively less serious, or semi-
regular and threaten communities through a process of attrition. Either way
community resilience is about more than stability, it is about ‘persistability,
adaptability and transformability’ (Keck and Sakdapolrak 2013, p. 6).

Social resilience is also about power. Those people who have power and the
control over resources are unlikely to suggest or endorse transformation or change
that undermines their own position. Resilience strategies may ‘maintain a system
in an undesirable state, making recovery or transformation di"cult’ (Weichsel-
gartner and Kelman 2014, p. 5). Colin Walch argues that technical apolitical
approaches to resilience are ‘often favoured by governments’ (2018, p. 131) as
rights-based approaches are too politically loaded. Resilience means di#erent
things to di#erent stakeholders and social context is important. This debate mat-
ters because there are dangers in resilience strategies that rely on ‘command and
control styles that risk preserving the status quo, and which might entrench
exclusion, and take attention away from the inequality, oppression and entitle-
ment loss that results in cases of proneness to insecurity and disaster’ (Manyena
2006, p. 438). However, resilience building is not a linear process and even local
voices may have con$icting ideas of how resilience capacity-building should be
built. Some may have a vested interest in maintaining the status quo, some may
favour di#erent adaptation strategies and some may champion adaptation strate-
gies that may compromise others with e#ects that are di"cult to disentangle.

Nevertheless, urban poor slum dwellers tend to have minimal resources at their
disposal and a lack of alternative settlement options. Consequently, their options
for adaptation in the face of natural hazards is limited. Adaptation may just
consist of moving their belongings to a higher level and ‘getting used to the reg-
ular rise of dirty water in their midst and adjusting their household routines and
work patterns to the demands of the rains, $oods and water surges’ (Porio 2011,
p. 439). The regularity of coping with $ooding does not mean that slum dwellers
can cope with extreme events such as Typhoons Ondoy or Yolanda.

Slum dwellers may also have to deal with ‘power holders’ who would rather
they were located elsewhere. Such environmental disasters can also be seen as
windows of opportunity for those who wish to disrupt the persistence of urban
poor communities by forcing them to relocate under the guise of building ‘safer’
communities. Whether these transposed communities become resilient depends
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on their access to social support networks, livelihood and resources in their new
location. The tension between persistability and adaptability in relation to resi-
lience is evidenced in the experience of those living near waterways and the coast
in Manila and similar communities elsewhere.

The government is unlikely to invest money in improving areas that are
occupied illegally and/or destroying the $ow and ecology of waterways, the
consequence of which is widespread $ooding when it rains. If government
agencies did provide goods and services to illegally built and environmentally
exposed communities, they would, in e#ect, be endorsing the construction and
continuation of those communities. The neglect of basic services means that
‘slum dwellers pay more for water and electricity than residents in adjacent
fuller serviced neighbourhood[s]’ (Ballesteros 2011, p. 3) as they are forced to
rely on private providers that are prepared to overlook their ‘informal’ resi-
dential status.

In Manila, there are scant in-city alternatives for local relocation, given the
high cost and lack of availability of land. Relocation further a!eld means that
community resources such as markets, transport networks, access to schools and
jobs are disrupted or collapse. Many residents live and work in the slums, running
small businesses such as sari-sari stores or working as newspaper vendors. Others
travel to salaried jobs in more a%uent areas, however, they still live in informal
houses as the cost of formal accommodation is prohibitive as are the time and
expense of commuting from the suburbs. One way to encourage residents into the
suburbs would be to make their daily commutes less arduous. However, Manila
su#ers from some of the worst tra"c jams in the world and the LRT/MRT net-
work is overcrowded and antiquated. It is not just the distance to work that
matters; it is the lack of an adequate mass transport system.

The lack of available options has meant that many informal communities,
although haphazard and sometimes illegal, have persisted for years. Necessity is
the mother of invention and urban slum dwellers have persevered in their claim
to space in the city and adapted as necessary to manage the physical and social
challenges that threaten their existence. Many of these communities are in evi-
dence near or even over waterways.

Building Back Better is possible

Article 51 of Philippine Presidential Decree 1067, otherwise known as the ‘Water
Code’, reads as follows:

The banks of rivers and streams and the shores of the seas and lakes throughout
their entire length and within a zone of three (3) meters in urban areas, twenty
(20) meters in agricultural areas and forty (40) meters in forest areas, along their
margins are subject to the easement of public use in the interest of recreation,
navigation, $oatage, !shing and salvage. No person shall be allowed to stay in
this zone longer than what is necessary for recreation, navigation, $oatage,
!shing or salvage or to build structures of any kind.
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The legislation clearly states that no structures should be built within 3 metres of
waterways in urban areas, therefore, shanty houses built right up to and over
waterways are technically illegal. This means that governments have had a legal
right to respond to $ooding due to congested waterways by forcibly evicting
residents and demolishing communities. The provisions of the Water Code
were to protect waterways, or rather the rights of the state in relation to
waterways, not residents. However, later legislation o#ered a more humani-
tarian, if somewhat ambitious, approach to the environmental conversation
and disaster risk reduction.

In September 2009, Metro Manila su#ered $ash $oods as a result of Typhoon
Ondoy with a month’s rain falling on the area in just 12 hours. Ondoy was clo-
sely followed by Pepeng in October, both typhoons left hundreds dead and
injured and caused billions of PHP in damage to infrastructure and agriculture.
In May 2010, then President Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo signed the Republic Act
(RA) 101211, otherwise known as the Philippine Disaster Risk Reduction and
Management Act. RA 101211 legislated for the comprehensive and pro-active
management of a multi-hazard, inter-agency approach to disasters designed to
work across sectors and communities. It highlighted the ‘human su#erings due to
recurring disasters’ (Republic Act 101211, 2010, Section 2(b)) and advocated the
‘participation of all sectors and stakeholders concerned, at all levels, especially the
local community’ (Republic Act 101211, 2010, Section 2(d)).

Section 2(a) of the Republic Act 101211 states that it is state policy to
‘address the root causes of vulnerabilities to disasters, strengthen the country’s
institutional capacity for disaster risk reduction and management and building
the resilience of local communities to disasters including climate change
impacts’. Section 2(p) promises ‘rehabilitation projects to lessen the impact of
disaster, and facilitate the resumption of normal social and economic activities’.
The stated aims and objectives of the Act are overarching, as the root causes of
vulnerability are mentioned as well as institutional and community-based
change. If the root cause of vulnerability is poverty, then the government has set
itself a near impossible task, and if ‘normal social and economic activity’ is
con!gured to slum living, then the demolition of slums is abnormal. However,
the Act does specify the participation of all sectors and stakeholders concerned,
at all levels, especially the local community.

Without ‘community participation, disaster relief often inadvertently
rebuilds … structures of vulnerability’ (Bhatt and Reynolds, 2012, p. 74). Local
communities should be involved in the planning and operation of strategies that
will support resilient and sustainable disaster relief strategies, in other words,
‘building back better’. ‘Top-down’ strategies may fail to account for local socio-
economic and environmental realities that in$uence how people behave and why
they cooperate or come into con$ict. Erroneous assumptions about local pre-
ferences and values and how power and allegiance operate in local communities
can undermine the e#ectiveness and sustainability of rehabilitation strategies, can
waste money and even cause tension within communities if it is perceived that
goods and services are not allocated equitably.
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The build back better approach !rst emerged in the lexicon of disaster relief after the
2004 Indian Ocean tsunami. The core of the approach is the belief that building back
to a pre-disaster material and social status quo is inadequate, as prior vulnerabilities will
also be built back (Kennedy et al. 2008; Lyons 2009). Instead building back better
strategies aim to rebuild resilient communities that can better withstand future disasters.
According to this de!nition, resilience is not just the capacity to soak up the physical or
social harm that a disaster might cause, it is also the ability to rebuild, regroup and
modify the physical and social environment. However, such rebuilding should not
mean the wholesale abandonment of a community or way of life.

The core tenets of building back better were outlined by former United States
President Bill Clinton, acting in his capacity as UN Secretary-General Special
Envoy for Tsunami Recovery, in the 2006 document, Key Propositions for Building
Back Better. Clinton outlined ten propositions that focus on the following topics:

1. recovery driven from the bottom up;
2. equity;
3. good governance;
4. good information $ows;
5. institutional and agency coordination;
6. accountability;
7. sustainable livelihood;
8. risk reduction;
9. resilience building.

These principles were also adopted in subsequent disasters such as the Kashmir
earthquake in Pakistan, Cyclone Nargis in Myanmar, 2008, and the 2010 Haiti
earthquake. Building back better aimed to break the cycle of emergency relief
that alleviated su#ering in the aftermath of a disaster, yet, it still failed to address
the conditions that led to the exposure to disaster in the !rst place. Such an
approach simply reinforces the status quo and does little or nothing to reduce
risk, build resilience or alleviate poverty. Building back better is about the social
and material regeneration of devastated communities and the development of
good governance, equality of opportunity and access to resources.

As such, it is instructive to think about building back better as a process, as
opposed to a material end point. This is discussed in relation to housing by
Kennedy et al. who argue that ‘shelter must be considered a series of actions for
ful!lling certain needs as opposed to objects only such as tents or buildings’ (2008,
p. 25). The end result of this process should be enhanced resilience against future
disasters. We need to think about how these actions are facilitated and managed
as opposed to their material end point in order to identify good practice, under-
stand bad practice and learn lessons for the future. Certainly, in Manila, the
overall tensions over housing and space for the urban poor are a re$ection of
unsustainable urbanisation over time but also institutional inadequacy. Never-
theless, there are some examples of good practice in Manila that can serve as
examples for elsewhere. One of these is Estero de Paco in Manila.
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Estero de Paco (Miles 2015), a tributary of the Pasig, was once heavily
polluted. The situation reached crisis point after Typhoon Ketsana (Ondoy) in
2009. Hundreds of people died in Manila during Ondoy and areas of the city
were $ooded for weeks. The putrid standing water led to a leptospirosis out-
break. Ondoy exposed Manila’s drainage problem as ‘sewers that were clog-
ged up by plastic bags and other refuse led to roads becoming rivers and
gardens lagoons’ (Tharoor 2009). In common with many other areas, garbage
and human waste that the locals dumped in the river over$owed back into
homes in Estero de Paco.

Urban planners realised that the situation was untenable but overwhelming.
The Asian Development Bank, in cooperation with the water engineering com-
pany INCLAM, the television company charity ABS-CBN Lingkod Kapamilya
Foundation, Kapit Bisig Para Sa Ilog Pasig (KBPIP) (ABS-CBN Foundation river
rehabilitation project), the Pasig River Rehabilitation Commission (PRRC) and
other non-pro!t organisations and government agencies (Valmero 2016) ran a
pilot clean-up project in Estero de Paco to see if locally driven solutions could
help improve the city’s environment. Technical changes, including improved
sanitation and septic tanks and the clearance of houses within 3 metres of the
estero, eased the amount of pollution entering the water and the propensity to
$ood. These improvements were made in consultation with the local community.
Locals, known as ‘river warriors’, now help maintain the area. The social and
ecological environment has improved signi!cantly. However, this was only
achieved with a signi!cant degree of outside technological and !nancial help and
the commitment of the local community. The clean-up of Estero de Paco means
that the area is signi!cantly less prone to $ooding and a healthier environment
has been created for the locals.

E#orts are now being made to replicate this scheme in other areas across
Metro Manila. However, the bene!ts of clean-up e#orts will be transitory if
underlying behaviour remains the same. As well as taking waste out of
waterways, people need to cease dumping waste in the !rst place. This needs
to be a coordinated e#ort across the capital. In order for this to happen the
onus is on government to supply adequate sanitation and waste disposal,
something they may not be inclined to do for illegally built squatter commu-
nities, even if the !nance, manpower and logistics were viable. There are
limits to what the poor can do alone in order to adapt and build safe com-
munities either in the aftermath of a disaster or as part of a pro-active strat-
egy to improve their living conditions. Material and social adaptation has to
be top-down as well as bottom-up in order to be sustainable.

Conclusion

This chapter has examined poverty and urbanisation in the face of regular and
sometimes extreme natural hazards in Manila. The processes we see in Manila
are being played out elsewhere across Southeast Asia and the world as meteor-
ological hazards increasingly account for population displacement and damage to

56 The Philippines: poverty and disasters

2T F : R 5 FT ?RC FRTW TIF F G 5 R MF T 4 TFR / =FI C T T =F F DF E WPI W
 A E W R 6R D 7R UP (& . R UF T 5C 3F TR ITTP/ FC DF TR PR QUF T D M C TT HI M EFT DT 1E D940 ,- -&.

3RF TFE GR M TT HI M (&( &( & ()/ &/ (

3
PW

RH
IT

Y
(&

.
W

R
6R

D
7

R
UP

2
RH

IT
RF

FR
FE



housing and infrastructure with a signi!cant cost to local and national economies.
Over time urban poverty has intensi!ed resulting in many of the region’s most
vulnerable people living in risky conditions directly in the path of environmental
hazards. This phenomenon is set to be an ongoing issue for rapidly growing
economies in the region over the coming decades. The lure of livelihood or the
threat of violence or harm results in a complexity of push and pull factors that
potentially just replace one set of vulnerabilities with another. Other urban
dwellers have lived in the city for decades tolerating the cramped conditions, poor
sanitation, nightmare tra"c and $ooding because there is simply nowhere else to
go. Nevertheless, even poor households are capable of some level of adaptation
such as moving temporarily out of harm’s way when typhoons come. However,
some typhoons, such as Yolanda, are altogether much more destructive.

In some respects, the city of Tacloban is a microcosm of Manila. It is a
rapidly growing ‘highly urbanised city’3 and in common with many other
Asian cities, Tacloban’s growth has resulted in intense competition for urban
space. Tacloban and its near neighbours, Palo and Tanauan, are low-lying
and face the Paci!c. This makes these areas extremely vulnerable to the ele-
ments. Like Manila, Tacloban is built around a series of bays and the urban
centre is on the coast. Tacloban is also populated by a large number of
informal settlers whose ramshackle dwellings line the coast and the waterways.
Most of these dwellings were completely swept away by Typhoon Yolanda.
Tacloban has been called one of the most dangerous vulnerable cities in the
world (Muir-Wood 2013), not least because of the funnelling e#ect of the
Leyte Gulf that guides and intensi!es the e#ects of typhoons. Meanwhile,
Manila ranks as the fourth city most exposed to natural hazards in the world
and ‘natural hazard risk is compounded in the Philippines by poor institu-
tional and societal capacity to manage, respond and recover from natural
hazards events’ (Verisk Maplecroft 2015).

In many ways, Manila and Tacloban stand as a warning to each other. The
experience of Typhoon Yolanda is a warning to the metropolis that such a
disaster could happen there with even more devastating results. Manila stands
as a warning to Tacloban that unfettered development will expose Tacloban
to increased risk from natural hazards. However, as noted earlier in this
chapter the degree of exposure of the urban poor to natural hazards is not
just down to geography, it is also about a !erce competition for urban space
and poor governance. Good governance at multiple levels, as well as technical
solutions, matters for disaster risk reduction. However, the legislative cred-
ibility and social hierarchies of governance are not just mandated for by
elections they are also a cultural construction. The entrenched nature of
patronage politics in the Philippines (Hutchcroft and Rocamora, 2003; Lange,
2010) means that leaders are unlikely to be e#ectively challenged, even when
response to disasters is lacking. The following chapters of this book examine
the issues that helped and hindered poverty alleviation and urban reconstruc-
tion in Tacloban, Palo and Tanauan in the aftermath of Typhoon Yolanda
from the perspectives of multiple stakeholders.
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Notes
1 Hereinafter referred to as Manila.
2 Mandaluyong, Manila, Marikina, Pasig, Quezon City, San Juan, Caloocan, Malabon,

Navotas, Valenzuela, Las Pinas, Makati, Muntinlupa, Paranaque, Pasay, and Taguig
and the municipality of Pateros.

3 In the Philippines, ‘highly urbanised’ cities have populations of at least 200,000 and an
annual income of at least PHP50 million based on 1991 constant prices. Tacloban was
declared ‘highly urbanised’ in 2008.
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