
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rcra20

Critical Asian Studies

ISSN: 1467-2715 (Print) 1472-6033 (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rcra20

Typhoon Haiyan: pushing the limits of resilience?
The effect of land inequality on resilience and
disaster risk reduction policies in the Philippines

Colin Walch

To cite this article: Colin Walch (2018) Typhoon Haiyan: pushing the limits of resilience? The
effect of land inequality on resilience and disaster risk reduction policies in the Philippines, Critical
Asian Studies, 50:1, 122-135, DOI: 10.1080/14672715.2017.1401936

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/14672715.2017.1401936

Published online: 20 Nov 2017.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 1170

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

Citing articles: 1 View citing articles 

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rcra20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rcra20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/14672715.2017.1401936
https://doi.org/10.1080/14672715.2017.1401936
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rcra20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rcra20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/14672715.2017.1401936
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/14672715.2017.1401936
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/14672715.2017.1401936&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2017-11-20
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/14672715.2017.1401936&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2017-11-20
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/14672715.2017.1401936#tabModule
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/14672715.2017.1401936#tabModule


Typhoon Haiyan: pushing the limits of resilience? The effect of
land inequality on resilience and disaster risk reduction
policies in the Philippines
Colin Walch

Department of Peace and Conflict Research, Uppsala University, Uppsala, Sweden

ABSTRACT
Disaster risk reduction has been an important priority in the
Philippines for the last twenty years. Yet Typhoon Haiyan still
resulted in at least 6000 deaths and affected more than 14 million
people. Why was this the case in a country supposedly well
equipped to respond to natural disasters? While there are several
explanations, including the sheer scale of this typhoon, corruption,
and implementation challenges, this paper focuses on growing
social and economic inequalities. This paper argues that the
resilience discourse and framework at the national level do not
translate into programs that help lift people out of poverty,
particularly landless people. This is because state-led resilience
policies focus on technical aspects of recovery rather than the
root cause of vulnerabilities, explaining to some extent the high
level of casualties in the wake of typhoon Haiyan. Evidence
supporting this argument is drawn from more than forty
interviews between 2013 and 2015 with disaster victims and
professionals involved in resilience building.
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Introduction

On November 8, 2013, one of the strongest typhoons ever recorded hit the eastern part
of the Visayas Islands. Typhoon Haiyan, known in the Philippines as Yolanda, killed
more than 6000 persons and displaced approximately 3 million people. While relief
operations were rather quick to reach victims in the region of Cebu, residents in Taclo-
ban and Samar had to wait much longer for humanitarian aid. This was mainly blamed
by government officials on the more difficult terrain and a political conflict between the
national government and local officials in Tacloban. Compared to other recent natural
disasters, such as the 2004 Indian tsunami or the 2010 earthquake in Haiti, the huma-
nitarian response to typhoon Haiyan has been considered by obsevers to have been
successful.1

Nevertheless, while the international response was relatively effective and well received
by the local population, disaster preparedness and mitigation efforts by the government of
the Philippines were weak. Yet disaster risk reduction (DRR) has been an important

© 2017 BCAS, Inc.

CONTACT Colin Walch colin.walch@pcr.uu.se Department of Peace and Conflict Research, Uppsala University,
Gamla Torget 3, 75120 Uppsala, Sweden
1Inter-Agency Standing Committee 2014.

CRITICAL ASIAN STUDIES, 2018
VOL. 50, NO. 1, 122–135
https://doi.org/10.1080/14672715.2017.1401936

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/14672715.2017.1401936&domain=pdf
mailto:colin.walch@pcr.uu.se
http://www.tandfonline.com


priority in the country for the last twenty years. The cornerstone of DRR in the Philippines
is the Disaster Risk Reduction Management Act of 2010, which shifted the country’s dis-
aster management system from a focus on response to a focus on resilience building. Why
was there such a weak state response in this case, in a country supposedly well equipped to
manage natural disasters?

To explore this question, I review the concept of “resilience” and some of its shortcom-
ings. I explore state-led resilience policies, how these have been implemented by the gov-
ernment of the Philippines and whether these programs reach local communities. In doing
so, I explore natural disaster victims’ perceptions of government-led resilience policies.
The data for this article is based on forty interviews conducted in 2013, 2014, and 2015
with disaster victims in Tacloban City in Leyte Province and Bogo City in Cebu, local
and national government officials involved in disaster management, NGO staff, and inter-
national organization representatives.

While there are several explanations for this mismatch between an advanced legislative
resilience framework and relief efforts on the ground, I argue that the resilience discourse
at the national level has not translated into programs to lift marginalized members of
society out of poverty. “Resilience” as a concept has been useful for the state to partly
offload or outsource its responsibilities in disasters such as this. In this case, central and
provincial government officials have blamed the high number of deaths on informal set-
tlers and migrants for not having recognized the dangers of typhoon Haiyan and remain-
ing in dangerous areas. Migrant and illegal settlers were also left behind in the post-
disaster recovery process.

Resilience and its criticisms

Over the last decade, “resilience” has become a key concept for international development
and humanitarian actors. While resilience has been an important topic in many academic
disciplines since the 1990s,2 there has been a recent increase in the popularity of the
concept among policymakers. It has been particularly popular in development aid as a
handy concept to connect different types of assistance. For example, it is used to integrate
technical concepts such as DRR and Climate Change Adaptation (CCA). Yet despite its
popularity, many development practitioners are confused by what the term actually
means.3

One of the most common definitions of resilience is the capacity of a system to undergo
a strong disturbance and maintain its functions and controls. The degree of resilience is
measured by the magnitude of disturbance a system can experience and still function.4

The United Nation International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (UNISDR) has proposed
this definition:

The ability of a system, community or society exposed to hazards to resist, absorb, accom-
modate to and recover from the effects of a hazard in a timely and efficient manner, including
through the preservation and restoration of its essential basic structures and functions.5

2Brand and Jax 2007.
3Brown 2014.
4Gunderson and Holling 2002.
5UNISDR 2016, 3.
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Resilience appears to fill a conceptual gap that highlights the importance of flexibility,
capacity, and learning.6 It has been referred to as a boundary object or a bridging
concept that is able to facilitate communication and understanding across disciplines,
coordinate groups of actors or stakeholders, and build consensus around particular
policy issues.7 More particularly, it has facilitated dialogue between humanitarian and
development aid actors. The spread of its use in policy circles and among academics
demonstrates that it is abstract and malleable enough to be applicable to varied fields
such as finance, security, and CCA.8 According to Jeremy Walker and Melinda Cooper,
the concept of resilience is becoming a “pervasive idiom of global governance.”9 They
attribute its rapid spread to its ability to reconcile two contrasting governance paradigms
– state intervention and a minimalist state approach. Indeed, while the concept originated
in ecology, it is in accord with the philosophy of the Austrian neoliberal economist Frie-
drich Hayek.10 This helps explain why the idea of “resilience” has been embraced in
countries promoting neo-liberalism.11

Compared to the concepts of vulnerability or risk, resilience puts greater emphasis on
“what communities can do for themselves and how to strengthen their capacities.”12 In
theory, resilient communities are better able to manage risk by themselves and therefore
to prevent hazards from becoming disasters. Resilience relates to and builds on the
concept of participative development and Amartya Sen’s capability approach.13 Strength-
ening resilience therefore means strengthening people’s and community’s capacities to
manage risk – and by implication lessening the role of the state.

Resilience is an antidote to the negative connotations of “vulnerability” and “fragility”
as it refers to the capacities of each community, instead of their weaknesses.14 The Organ-
ization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), known for its “Principles
for Good International Engagement in Fragile States,” is now pushing the policy debate
in the field of resilience for this reason. While there is a growing recognition that a
great deal is known about different risks and vulnerabilities in developing countries,
such as climate, political, and economic risks, the types of capacities to address these
risks remain under-studied.15 “Resilience” has become the positive and all-encompassing
term for policies that address these risks.

However, there are three main difficulties related to resilience. First, resilience has mul-
tiple levels of meaning: as a metaphor related to sustainability, as a property of dynamic
models, and as a measurable quantity that can be assessed in field studies of socioecolo-
gical systems.16 While resilience is an increasingly prominent concept, it may neglect nor-
mative questions, such as resilience of what, to what, and for whom?17 These are
important points to consider when designing strategies to promote resilience and

6Carpenter et al. 2001.
7Baggio et al. 2015; Gunderson and Holling 2002.
8Walker and Cooper 2011; Baggio et al. 2015.
9Walker and Cooper 2011, 144.
10Walker and Cooper 2011.
11Chataigner 2014.
12Twigg 2009, 8.
13Sen 1989.
14Grunewald and Warner 2012, 1–7.
15As an example, the European Union has developed a global index to map risk everywhere in the world.
16Carpenter et al. 2001.
17Carpenter et al. 2001.
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frameworks to measure it. Some argue that resilience might create more confusion than
enlightenment, by meaning too many different things, in turn increasing the risk that it
will become an empty shell.18 The danger is that “resilience” offers no new action on
the ground.19

Second, measuring the resilience of various systems to different shocks has many chal-
lenges, mainly because the concept is instilled with theoretical assumptions and interscalar
interactions that are difficult to gauge.20 For example, places where resilient actions are
conducted (whether at the international, state, city, regional, community, household, or
individual levels) must be identified. These various levels of analysis complicate the devel-
opment of indicators of resilience and increase the difficulties in gathering data.21 This can
lead to situations in which indicators of resilience are defined and redefined in a “semi-
chaotic fashion.”22 Resilience can include so many factors and themes that it becomes
hard to distinguish the term from other ambigious claims such as “sustainable” develop-
ment. It also creates important endogeneity problems, in which factors that are supposedly
increasing resilience are part of resilience as well. This is not helped by the fact that resi-
lience is usually measured in relation to an external shock, which can be very different in
nature and impact.23 As a result, the usefulness of the concept has been questioned by
researchers and practitioners alike, under the assumption that if something cannot be
measured, it cannot be understood. Although many terms in social sciences are hard to
measure,24 resilience is particularly difficult because it simultaneously includes persistence
and change.25

Third, the concept has been criticized for its neoliberal way of mobilizing social
agents.26 While power-sensitive resilience approaches are part of the discussion,27 the
mainstream approaches tend to neglect these issues.28 As Jonathan Joseph (2013) has
noted, state-led resilience fits with a social ontology that “urges us to turn from a
concern with the outside world to a concern with our own subjectivity, our adaptability,
our reflexive understanding, our own risk assessments, our knowledge acquisition and,
above all else, our responsible decision-making.”29 In this vein, resilience emphasizes com-
munity and individual responsibility, adaptability, preparedness, and recovery rather than
reliance on the state or other outside actors.30 The role of the government and inter-
national actors is defined as supporting and enabling local responses to disasters and
other extraordinary events by making existing good practices available to others. This
has led resilience program managers to focus on communities and households. The argu-
ment is that even if actors cannot change the world, people can survive better by knowing
how to adapt to challenges.

18Grunewald and Warner 2012, 1–7.
19Matyas and Pelling 2015.
20Bahadur et al. 2013.
21Rose 2004.
22Schipper and Langston 2015, 9.
23IFRC 2016.
24Collier et al. 2006.
25Olsson et al. 2015, 1–11.
26Joseph 2013; Chandler 2012.
27MacKinnon and Derickson 2013; Béné et al. 2012.
28Wisner et al. 2004.
29Joseph 2013, 40.
30Joseph 2013.
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While popular with humanitarian and aid actors, this resilience approach does not
address inequality and marginalization. This is problematic as resilience approaches over-
look fault lines and power relations and thus may increase or perpetuate underlying
inequality and marginalization of certain groups. While the political fault lines that
divide members of communities are not always visible or officially acknowledged, these
power relations are very often present, especially in terms of gender, class, ethnicity, reli-
gion, caste, and patron–client relations.31

State-led resilience programs often lack detailed analysis of the power dynamics inside a
community. Previous research has suggested three main issues regarding the concept of
community. First are criticisms of the idea that communities are uniform, homogenous
entities lacking internal conflicts and divisions.32 The importance of power dynamics
may be overlooked and there might be issues of elite capture.33 State-led resilience
might therefore favor some people or groups over others, preventing poor and vulnerable
people from being fully represented.34 In addition, participation in state-led resilience pro-
grams is often determined by issues of class, caste, ethnicity, gender, and political
affiliation.35

One significant aspect of this issue is land tenure, which has been a significant source of
vulnerability in the wake of natural disasters.36 Yet, land tenure is not often mentioned in
state-led resilience programs even though there is strong evidence that being without land
is to be economically and socially marginalized.37 While not all countries are affected by
this issue, in Southeast Asia, and particularly in the Philippines, access to land is a signifi-
cant factor in marginalization. Land provides crops, grazing for cattle, and the space and
materials for a home. Unequal ownership and control of land means that significant
numbers of citizens have almost no control over their prospects to deal with disasters,
adapt to climate change, or invest in the safety of their “place” as it does not belong to
them.38 Their recovery following natural disasters may also be cumbersome and difficult
because landless people have a harder time documenting what they owned before the dis-
asters. Sometimes, it is the landlord who claims compensation from the government for
damage. In other cases, some disaster-displaced families may be unable to return to
their lands.39

Resilience in the wake of typhoon Haiyan

In this section I explore how state-led resilience and its DRR policies were implemented
before and after typhoon Haiyan in two cities, Tacloban and Bogo, and highlight how a

31IFRC 2016.
32Cannon 2008.
33Dutta 2009, 1–6; Mansuri and Rao 2004.
34Béné et al. 2012.
35MacKinnon and Derickson 2013. An anecdotal example from a state-led resilience project in India is illustrative. During a
community meeting on how to implement DRR strategies, people from higher castes felt uneasy about being physically
seated at the same level as members of the rest of the community, and did not want to participate as equals with them
(IFRC 2016).

36Wisner et al. 2004; Mitchell 2011; Fan 2012.
37IFRC 2016; Oxfam 2014.
38Wisner et al. 2004.
39Hasnain 2011.
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specific type of marginalization related to access to land has pushed the limits of state-led
resilience.

In order to explore these themes, I rely on participatory observation, semi-structured
interviews, and focus group comparisons. Because I was in Manila when typhoon
Haiyan made its landfall on the eastern coast of the Visayas Islands, I could closely
follow the relief activities that took place in the country. I accompanied members of a
local church in Magsaysay, Cebu on several humanitarian missions to communities
around Bogo City in the days following the typhoon and followed this up with three
field trips of five weeks each, in November 2013, August 2014, and January 2015.
During these trips, I conducted forty interviews with various officials and focus group dis-
cussions with disaster victims in Tacloban, Bogo City, Manila, and Cebu. Interviewees
included several key representatives in the local government (including the Mayor of
Tacloban), local and national representatives of the Department of Social Welfare and
Development (DSWD) and the National Disaster Risk Reduction and Management
Council (NDRRMC), representatives of the Office of the Presidential Assistant for Reha-
bilitation and Recovery (OPARR), and military officials. I also interviewed representatives
of United Nations agencies, international NGOs, local NGOs, churches, and political
parties who were involved in disaster relief efforts. These interviews provided critical
insights into the vulnerabilities of disaster victims. Most of these interviews took place
in Waray, Tagalog, and English.

Typhoon Haiyan made headlines for more than a week. Images of the strength and the
destruction of the typhoon led people around the world to donate money to NGOs, char-
ities, and churches involved in disaster relief efforts. For example, Medecins Sans Fron-
tieres (MSF) received extraordinary support from donors amounting to 32.4 million
Euros (US$ 27.8 million).40 Similar to what occurred after the 2004 tsunami in Southeast
Asia, a huge number of international NGOs, UN agencies, charities, foundations, and
private companies flowed to impacted areas in the wake of Haiyan, all seeking to
provide relief, albeit in an uncoordinated way. Within the Philippines, churches, private
companies, NGOs, foundations, politicians, universities, and families joined humanitarian
missions to rebuild churches, hospitals, schools, shelters, and to provide food. In some
cases families would load their pickup trucks with relief items and drive to the affected
areas. In many cities in the Philippines, thousands of individuals volunteered to pack
up relief goods for the DSWD and private humanitarian organizations. Filipinos abroad
sent millions of pesos to the disaster areas as remittances.41 Government and the media
portrayed this humanitarian mobilization as an example of Filipino resilience and stoicism
in the face of disaster. A certain sort of competition started between the humanitarian pro-
jects of some of the wealthiest Filipino companies. New villages and schools were con-
structed and branded with company logos, and high-tech temporary hospitals were
established on the ground. ABS-CBN,42 the largest media and entertainment corporation
in the Philippines, built hundreds of schools with their brand painted on the walls, while
its major television competitor, Global Media Arts (GMA) Network, built 400 houses
away from hazard-prone areas. A major medical company, Baxter, constructed several

40MSF Canada 2013.
41World Bank 2014.
42ABS-CBN was formed in 1967 when Alto Broadcasting System and Chronicle Broadcasting Network merged.
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hospitals in collaboration with the Filipino foundation Health Futures. This sudden level
of attention on one of the poorest regions of the Philippines was unprecedented but only
lasted until the end of the relief phase. Once the most acute and immediate relief needs
were addressed, major media outlets and most foreign and domestic NGOs and foun-
dations left the region, without addressing the root causes and vulnerabilities that had
led to this disaster in the first place. This return to a status quo characterized by
mundane inequality, displacement, and precariousness is likely to perpetuate collective
vulnerability to disasters.

While the response to Haiyan has been considered to have been effective in quantitative
terms and relative to other large disaster responses,43 the preparedness and mitigation phase
was poor, even though the Disaster Risk Reduction Management Act of 2010 should have
transformed the Philippines disaster management system from a focus on response to a
focus on mitigation. The Act established the NDRRMC within the country’s Defense
Department. This legal framework encourages a whole-of-society approach at all levels in
achieving “safer adaptive and resilient Filipino Communities towards sustainable develop-
ment through four interrelated thematic areas, prevention and mitigation, preparedness,
response, and rehabilitation and recovery.”44 The 2010 Act was aimed at improving how
risk assessment is conducted and highlights the importance of recognizing migrants,
women, persons with disabilities, and indigenous peoples as particularly vulnerable to
natural disasters, The Philippines delegation at the World Conference on DRR declared that

among the priorities for resilience we have identified are ensuring adequate DRR finance and
investment particularly for local levels of government, better use of risk transfer strategies
such as insurance, harnessing of science, technology and innovation, and more resilient infra-
structure and agriculture.45

Being a signatory of the Hyogo Framework for Action (2005) and the Sendai Framework for
Action (2015) under the auspices of the United Nations Office for DRR (UNISDR), the Phi-
lippine national government has been active in reporting progress in the implementation of
its resilience building policies. Many of the NGO and United Nations representatives I inter-
viewed agreed that they had rarely worked in such a well-developed risk management
culture and risk-aware environment as in the Philippines. In light of the government’s
efforts to increase resilience, the relatively low level of pre-disaster evacuation and the
high level of casualties following the typhoon are therefore hard to understand. This is
because the legal framework and government efforts to build resilience supported by inter-
national actors neglected the underlying root causes of vulnerability in the country. More
specifically, increased inequality and the unresolved issue of land ownership have not
been addressed through resilience building policies such as the provision of basic services
and disaster preparedness training. Moreover, few international humanitarian and develop-
ment actors are engaged with these issues. The Philippines has one of the highest rates of
income inequality in the world and the gap between the rich and the poor is widening com-
pared to neighboring countries. This rising level of inequality is caused by a myriad of
reasons but land inequality and access to land are two essential factors.

43Inter-Agency Standing Committee 2014.
44Disaster Risk Reduction Management Act, 2010.
45Entire official statement of the Government of the Philippines is available at: http://tokyo.philembassy.net/docs/
statement-3wcdrr.pdf.
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Land inequality

Around sixty percent of land in the Philippines is informally held and forty-six percent of
alienable and disposable land is untitled.46 Many people occupy and use public and private
land without any secure tenure. While the lack of formal land ownership is a long-standing
problem for many farmers in rural areas, economic opportunities and subsequent popu-
lation groth in urban areas have increased the number of people living in informal settle-
ments. In particular, there has been an increasing trend towards people living in high-risk
areas, including the danger zones of volcanoes, deforested mountains, riverbeds, low-lying
flood plains, and coastal areas.

People living in these locations are aware of the risks, but they have few alternatives for
livelihoods. These informal settlements tend to be of poor quality, and the need for repairs
or reconstruction following natural disasters is normal. In Tacloban, direct access to the
sea and markets was very convenient for many fishermen who lived in informal settle-
ments. During focus group discussions in 2015, many people acknowledged the risks in
living in makeshift houses on the water but claimed that squatting in this area was their
only choice because of their limited financial assets and a lack of available land. While
these neighbors tend to be closely connected, this lack of secure land tenure has three
main effects on their vulnerability.

First, a lack of land tenure reduces incentives for squatters to make improvements to
their houses or land. Investments in stronger housing materials such as more robust
canvas or bricks, windbreaks, or flood barriers are unlikely because people are afraid
that at any time they may lose what they have because they occupy land without legal
title. Moreover, informal settlers I interviewed said that landowners sometimes blackmail
them if they see that settlers own valuable items. According to an official of the OPARR,
people are much more likely to invest in their land if they are confident those investments
will remain with them and they can pass these on to their children. Likewise, they may also
be more concerned about the protection of the environment and refrain from clearing
forests if they have land security, as they may want to preserve their land for their
future generations. Finally, a lack of land ownership may also create tensions in commu-
nities, as conflicts between formal and informal land tenure claimants or between land-
lords and settlers can often become violent.

Second, people living in informal settlements are less likely to evacuate before a natural
disaster. Interviewees explained they did not want to leave before the storm because they
feared landowners would use the opportunity to bar them from returning or impose a ban
on construction unless the informal settlers provided compensation. As a result, men typi-
cally choose to stay during disasters to make sure their family members can return and to
protect their possessions. According to a local official with the Tacloban Disaster Risk
Reduction Management Council, others evacuated only a short distance during
typhoon Haiyan so that they could return at the earliest opportunity. According to
some evacuees, city officials put barbed wire around the lots where they used to live.
While people believed timely evacuation would have saved many lives, they also felt
they were more at risk of eviction if they evacuated.

46Oxfam 2014.
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A related factor is the potential value of land occupied informally. According to a project
manager for Oxfam, the risk of eviction increases in situations in which land is valued for
other purposes, such as tourism. In addition, unclear and changing guidelines for “no build
zones” issued by Tacloban officials have left unanswered many questions among displaced
residents. No-build zones represent an effort by the government to reduce the exposure of
coastal communities.47 During my last set of interviews in 2015, displaced residents were
unclear on who would be eligible for relocation and what areas would be declared “no
build zones.” Although former President Aquino announced a ban on construction
within forty meters of shorelines in December 2013, the municipalities concerned have
not yet implemented the measure. According to a Tacloban social welfare official, local offi-
cials are unsure how or where to relocate affected populations living within this forty meter
zone. Amajor source of uncertainty is the lack of standard criteria to determine eligibility for
permanent shelter. In addition, interviewees complained of double standards as they suspect
that some important political families will keep their hotels and other properties inside the
no construction zone whereas poorer people will have to leave.

Third, people with no land tenure recover slower from disasters than do people who
own land. According to an official with International Federation of the Red Cross and
Red Crescent, many displaced persons who lacked land tenure could not secure recon-
struction loans or government compensation. The right to be freely relocated is also an
issue for many informal settlers. In Tacloban City, relocation plans are likely to include
informal settlers along the coast. Yet, other informal settlers not living close to the
coast may be excluded from relocation programs. For example, local officials in charge
of relocation in Tacloban City argue that many migrants from the nearby island of
Samar are trying to be relocated although they do not live in danger zones. Yet according
to settlers who participated in focus group discussions, local officials favor people who
have Tacloban voting cards, excluding others such as settlers from Samar who have
spent most of their lives in Tacloban. Officials I interviewed emphasized their limited
ability to relocate everyone due to the limited availability of suitable land. According to
Tacloban Mayor Alfred Romuadlez, the city government does not possess enough land
to relocate everyone living within the restricted zone. In addition, the high demand for
land after the typhoon has led to a drastic increase in land prices, delaying relocation pro-
grams. And the process of claiming privately owned land through expropriation has
become too expensive and time-consuming for the city government.

Yet many informal settlers doubt the Mayor’s sincerity and the government’s ability to
help them rebuild their lives in a safer place. They argue that the political family of the
Mayor (the Romualdezes) views the typhoon’s devastation as a way to finally clear
prime coastal land, which some in the family have wanted to do for years, to develop
hotels and resorts. Land along the coast has also been eyed by local authorities for an
extension of the runway at Tacloban’s airport to accommodate international flights. In
addition to benefiting Romualdez family interests in tourism, an international airport
will embellish their political credentials by making their hometown a bigger and more
important city.48

47Sherwood et al. 2015.
48Interview Representative of NGO Bayan Muna, Tacloban, January 2015.
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During my last field visit in 2015, enough land to resettle 10,000 people was avail-
able, whereas the director of a local NGO argued that 40,000 people needed relocation.
Groups already marginalized before the disaster are again at risk of further margina-
lization in the post-disaster period. To the question of what they most needed for
recovery, a large majority of respondents I interviewed answered, “land.” Indeed, dis-
aster victims are eager to come back to their farms or fishing boats, but the land issue
and no-build zone regulations have blocked them. As a result, people feel stuck in a
temporary situation where they are dependent on the government or NGO programs.
While survivors of Haiyan are grateful for the aid they have received, may also feel
humiliated for becoming permanent passive recipients. This feeling is further aggra-
vated when aid is distributed along political lines, creating unwanted reciprocal
obligations.

The issue of land inequality goes beyond the problem of vulnerability to disaster. It is
also at the root of the communist rebellion against the government for the last forty years
and a driving factor in communal violence in the countryside, where landlords use vio-
lence against informal settlers.49 This reflects a long history of land-related conflicts in
the Philippines. For example, the hundreds of peasant revolts during the Spanish and
American colonial periods were mostly land-related. Control of land resources remains
central to many conflicts.

The perpetrators of violence against informal settlers are both state and non-state actors.
Despotic landlords, real estate and mining companies, and agribusiness operators are usually
the perpetrators of violence, using both non-state (company guards, private goons) and state
(police, military) forces. While rebel groups, such as the New People’s Army (NPA), have
been fighting for the rights of landless people for decades, they also violate the human
rights of poor people. Indeed, the NPA does not tolerate other progressive, left-wing auton-
omous peasant movements as they view themselves as the only genuine land reformist group.

To date, various land reforms conducted by the Philippines government have favored
middle- and upper-class families. Few of these recipients live or work on the land they
claim but they pay municipal land taxes. The existing land titling program is not con-
cerned with reforming exploitative production relationships. Instead, it is concerned
solely with the quantity of formal land titles.50

Given how critical land tenure is for disaster management, conflict resolution, and
poverty reduction, it needs to have a more central place in the resilience policies and
DRR framework in the Philippines. While state-led resilience has failed to address under-
lying causes of vulnerability, some international NGOs, including Oxfam, have raised
awareness about the importance of addressing land ownership for DRR. Yet Filipino
NGOs working on agrarian reforms and land tenure tend to be considered by the govern-
ment as closely related to the rebel group NPA. Given that the problem of land tenure is
politically loaded, many NGOs tend to follow a strict technical interpretation of resilience
instead of more holistic and right-based ones. This debate between technical, apolitical
resilience approaches and egalitarian, pro-poor approaches is on-going, but the technical
approach is often favored by governments.51

49Walch 2014.
50Franco and Borras 2007.
51Walch 2015.
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Conclusion

Resilience programs conducted by the government of the Philippines have paid little atten-
tion to social vulnerabilities, particularly the issues of land tenure and access. Yet inter-
views and focus groups discussions with people displaced by Typhoon Haiyan indicate
how land tenure arrangements shape their vulnerabilities to past and future disasters.
Landless people and informal settlers can only engage in short-term land management
and accommodation practices, which compromise their resilience in the longer term.
As a result, migrants and illegal settlers were the most affected by Typhoon Haiyan in
2013 and they have recovered slower than have people who own land. While the Philip-
pines’ Disaster Management Act encourages prevention and preparedness policies, it fails
to address the most significant underlying vulnerabilities. While environmental NGO
workers understand resilience as a tool for reducing vulnerabilities, policymakers and
other public actors see it as a way to delegate some of their responsibilities to citizens.
However, land tenure in the Philippines is highly politicized and therefore unlikely to
be effectively addressed through technical frameworks. How the concept of “resilience”
has been used and practiced in the Philippines depoliticizes social change, reducing
poverty to a dynamic process of “self help” rather than the outcome of political and struc-
tural processes and inequalities.

Addressing land inequality in the country is clearly not the main mission of DRR pol-
icies; other agencies such the Department of Agrarian Reform or the DSWD should take
the lead on that matter. However, the key elements of resilience – the capacities to resist,
absorb, accommodate to, and recover from shock – are directly affected by land inequality
and the issue must be more clearly highlighted in state-based resilience programs. Indeed,
the “whole of society approach” promoted by the Sendai framework for DRR (of which the
Philippines is a signatory) mandates better inclusion of marginalized groups in resilience
policies. Yet resilience programs conducted by the Philippines government are proble-
matic in the context of poverty and marginalization as these do not draw clear connections
between resilience building and poverty reduction. Efforts to reduce poverty cannot
simply be replaced by building “resilience” as this does not offer any direct pathway out
of poverty or real commitment to vulnerability reduction.

Although I have focused on the effects of land tenure on resilience, other factors are
relevant. In the case of Tacloban City, the lack of a mass evacuation before Haiyan
reflected a failure of local authorities to persuade people to leave before the storm hit
and to provide them with safe evacuation sites away from the sea. Risk communication
between the Philippine Atmospheric Geophysical and Astronomical Services Adminis-
tration (PAGASA) and local authorities was cumbersome. More particularly, the danger
of a typhoon-related storm surge (and its tsunami-like effects) was misunderstood by
both local authorities and residents. In addition, informal settlers did not evacuate for
fear that their belongings might be stolen in their absence.

Resilience programs will only reach the poorest if the desired outcomes address the
underlying factors of power dynamics and inequality that create vulnerability in the
first place. These are too often left out of the resilience debate, which most often
focuses on more technical measures and institutional arrangements. Without recognizing
and acting on these inequities, resilience efforts will be little more than a technocratic dis-
course far removed from the realities of the most marginalized.

132 C. WALCH



Acknowledgements

I would like to thank Nicole Curato, Critical Asian Studies, and three anonymous reviewers for their
very useful comments on several drafts of this paper. In the Philippines, I am grateful to the Gutier-
rez family, Doc Gail, Alvin Oquendo, and all the interviewees who gave their time to talk to me.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author.

Funding

This research was financially supported by the Swedish Research Council (Grants 2016-06389 and
2016-00243).

Notes on contributor

Colin Walch is a postdoctoral researcher at the University of California, Berkeley, and an assistant
professor in the Department of Peace and Conflict Research, Uppsala University, Sweden. He has
conducted field research in Mali, the Philippines, Myanmar, Haiti, and India, and previously
worked for various non-governmental organizations in Liberia and Colombia. His research
focuses on disaster management in situations of armed conflict and fragility.

References

Baggio, Jacopo, Katrina Brown, and Dennis Hellebrandt. 2015. “Boundary Object or Bridging
Concept? A Citation Network Analysis of Resilience.” Ecology and Society 20 (2): 2–11.

Bahadur, Aditya, Maggie Ibrahim, and Thomas Tanner. 2013. “Characterising Resilience:
Unpacking the Concept for Tackling Climate Change and Development.” Climate and
Development 5 (1): 23–35.

Béné, Christope, Godfrey Wood, Andrew Newsham, and Mark Davies. 2012. Resilience: New
Utopia or New Tyranny? Reflection About the Potentials and Limits of the Concept of
Resilience in Relation to Vulnerability Reduction Programmes. Working Paper 405. Brighton:
Institute of Development Studies.

Brand, Fridolin, and Kurt Jax. 2007. “Focusing the Meaning(s) of Resilience: Resilience as a
Descriptive Concept and a Boundary Object.” Ecology and Society 12 (1): 2–16.

Brown, Katrina. 2014. “Global Environmental Change: A Social Turn for Resilience?” Progress in
Human Geography 38 (1): 107–117.

Cannon, Terry. 2008. “Reducing People’s Vulnerability to Natural Hazards: Communities and
Resilience.” WIDER Working Paper 34. Accessed August 25, 2017: www.wider.unu.edu/
publications/working-papers/research-papers/2008/en_GB/rp2008-34

Carpenter, Steve, Brian Walker, Marty Anderies, and Abel Nick. 2001. “From Metaphor to
Measurement: Resilience of What to What?” Ecosystems 4: 765–781.

Chandler, David. 2012. “Resilience and Human Security: The Post-interventionist Paradigm.”
Security Dialogue 43 (3): 213–229.

Chataigner, Jean-Michel, (ed.) 2014. Fragilite et Resilience: Nouvelles frontiers de la mondialisation.
Paris: Karthala.

Collier, David, Daniel Hidalgo, and Andra Maciuceanu. 2006. “Essentially Contested Concepts:
Debates and Applications.” Journal of Political Ideologies 11 (3): 211–246.

Dutta, Diya. 2009. Elite Capture and Corruption: Concepts and Definitions: Bibliography with an
Overview of the Suggested Literature. New Delhi: National Council of Applied Economic
Research.

CRITICAL ASIAN STUDIES 133

http://www.wider.unu.edu/publications/working-papers/research-papers/2008/en_GB/rp2008-34
http://www.wider.unu.edu/publications/working-papers/research-papers/2008/en_GB/rp2008-34


Fan, Lilianne. 2012. “Shelter Strategies, Humanitarian Praxis and Critical Urban Theory in Post-
crisis Reconstruction.” Disasters 36 (1): 64–86.

Franco, Jenifer, and Santurnino Borras. 2007. “Struggle Over Land Resources in the Philippines.” A
Peace Review: A Journal of Social Justice 19 (1): 67–75.

Grunewald, Francois, and Jeroen Warner. 2012. “Resilience – Buzzword or Useful Concept?”
Urgence, Rehabilitation et Development. Accessed June 8, 2017: http://www.urd.org/Resilience-
buzzword-or-useful

Gunderson, Lance, and Holling C. S., (eds.) 2002. Panarchy: Understanding Transformations in
Human and Natural Systems. Washington, DC: Island Press.

Hasnain, Tahir. 2011. “Natural Disasters for Landless Communities.” Unpublished Paper.
Inter-Agency Standing Committee. 2014. “Inter-agency Humanitarian Evaluation of the Typhoon

Haiyan Response.” Accessed April 8, 2017: https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/
programme-cycle/space/document/iasc-inter-agency-humanitarian-evaluation-typhoon-
haiyan-response

International Federation of the Red Cross. 2016. “Resilience: Saving Lives Today, Investing for
Tomorrow.” World Disasters Report 2016. The International Federation of the Red Cross and
Red Crescent. Accessed March 21, 2017: http://www.ifrc.org/en/publications-and-reports/
world-disasters-report/world-disasters-report/

Joseph, Jonathan. 2013. “Resilience as Embedded Neoliberalism: A Governmentality Approach.”
Resilience 1 (1): 138–151.

MacKinnon, Danny, and Kate Derickson. 2013. “From Resilience to Resourcefulness: A Critique of
Resiliencepolicy and Activism.” Progress in Human Geography 37 (2): 253–270.

Mansuri, Gazala, and Vijayendra Rao. 2004. “Community-Based and -Driven Development: A
Critical Review.” The World Bank Research Observer 19 (1): 1–39.

Matyas, D., and Mark Pelling. 2015. “Positioning Resilience for 2015: The Role of Resistance,
Incremental Adjustment and Transformation in Disaster Risk Management Policy.” Disasters
39 (1): s1–s18.

Medicine Sans Frontier (MSF) Canada. 2013. “Typhoon Haiyan Relief.” Accessed October 9, 2017:
http://www.msf.ca/en/typhoon-haiyan-relief-philippines

Mitchell, David. 2011. Assessing and Responding to Land Tenure Issues in Disaster Risk
Management. FAO Land Tenure Manuals 3. Rome: Food and Agriculture Organization of the
United Nations.

Olsson, Lenart, Anne Jerneck, Henrik Thoren, Johan Persson, and David O’Byrne. 2015. “Why
Resilience is Unappealing to Social Science: Theoretical and Empirical Investigations of the
Scientific Use of Resilience.” Science Advances 1 (4): 4–11.

Oxfam. 2014. “Beyond Safe Land:Why Security of Land Tenure is Crucial for the Philippines Post-
Haiyan Recovery.” Accessed April 20, 2017: https://www.oxfam.org/sites/www.oxfam.org/files/
file_attachments/bp-beyond-safe-land-security-tenure-philippines-110814-en.pdf

Rose, Adam. 2004. “Defining andMeasuring Economic Resilience to Disasters.”Disaster Prevention
and Management: An International Journal 13 (4): 307–314.

Schipper, Lisa, and Lara Langston. 2015. “A Comparative Overview of Resilience Measurement
Framework, Overseas Development Institute.” Working Paper 422, July. Accessed April 25,
2017: https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/odi-assets/publications-opinion-files/9754.pdf

Sen, Amartya. 1989. “Development as Capability Expansion.” Journal of Development Planning 19
(1): 41–58.

Sherwood, Angela, Megan Bradley, Lorenza Rossi, Rufa Gium, and Bradley Mellicker. 2015.
“Resolving Post Disaster Displacement: Insights from the Philippines After Typhoon Haiyan,
Brookings and International Organization for Migration (IOM).” Accessed April 7, 2017:
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Resolving-PostDisaster-
DisplacementInsights-from-the-Philippines-after-Typhoon-Haiyan-June-2015.pdf

Twigg, John. 2009. “Characteristics of a Disaster-Resilient Community.” Aon Benfield UCL Hazard
Research Centre. Accessed January 8, 2017: http://www.preventionweb.net/files/2310_
Characteristicsdisasterhighres.pdf

134 C. WALCH

http://www.urd.org/Resilience-buzzword-or-useful
http://www.urd.org/Resilience-buzzword-or-useful
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/programme-cycle/space/document/iasc-inter-agency-humanitarian-evaluation-typhoon-haiyan-response
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/programme-cycle/space/document/iasc-inter-agency-humanitarian-evaluation-typhoon-haiyan-response
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/programme-cycle/space/document/iasc-inter-agency-humanitarian-evaluation-typhoon-haiyan-response
http://www.ifrc.org/en/publications-and-reports/world-disasters-report/world-disasters-report/
http://www.ifrc.org/en/publications-and-reports/world-disasters-report/world-disasters-report/
http://www.msf.ca/en/typhoon-haiyan-relief-philippines
https://www.oxfam.org/sites/www.oxfam.org/files/file_attachments/bp-beyond-safe-land-security-tenure-philippines-110814-en.pdf
https://www.oxfam.org/sites/www.oxfam.org/files/file_attachments/bp-beyond-safe-land-security-tenure-philippines-110814-en.pdf
https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/odi-assets/publications-opinion-files/9754.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Resolving-PostDisaster-DisplacementInsights-from-the-Philippines-after-Typhoon-Haiyan-June-2015.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Resolving-PostDisaster-DisplacementInsights-from-the-Philippines-after-Typhoon-Haiyan-June-2015.pdf
http://www.preventionweb.net/files/2310_Characteristicsdisasterhighres.pdf
http://www.preventionweb.net/files/2310_Characteristicsdisasterhighres.pdf


United Nations International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (UNISDR). 2016. “Resilience.”
Accessed February 3, 2017: https://www.unisdr.org/we/inform/terminology

Walch, Colin. 2014. “Collaboration or Obstruction? Rebel Group Behaviour During Natural
Disaster Relief in the Philipines.” Political Geography 43 (1): 40–50.

Walch, Colin. 2015. “Expertise and Policy-Making in Disaster Risk Reduction.” Nature Climate
Change 5 (8): 706–707.

Walker, Jeremy, and Melinda Cooper. 2011. “Genealogies of Resilience: From Systems Ecology to
the Political Economy of Crisis Adaptation.” Security Dialogue 42 (2): 143–160.

Wisner, Ben, Pierse Blaikie, Terry Cannon, and Ian Davis. 2004. At Risk: Natural Hazards, People’s
Vulnerability and Disasters. London: Routledge.

World Bank. 2014. “Recovery and Reconstruction Planning in the Aftermath of Typhoon Haiyan
(Yolanda): Summary of Knowledge Briefs.” The International Bank for Reconstruction and
Development. Accessed August 16, 2017: https://www.gfdrr.org/sites/gfdrr/files/publication/
Recovery%20and%20Reconstruction%20Planning%20in%20the%20Aftermath%20of%
20Typhoon%20Haiyan.compressed.pdf

CRITICAL ASIAN STUDIES 135

https://www.unisdr.org/we/inform/terminology
https://www.gfdrr.org/sites/gfdrr/files/publication/Recovery%20and%20Reconstruction%20Planning%20in%20the%20Aftermath%20of%20Typhoon%20Haiyan.compressed.pdf
https://www.gfdrr.org/sites/gfdrr/files/publication/Recovery%20and%20Reconstruction%20Planning%20in%20the%20Aftermath%20of%20Typhoon%20Haiyan.compressed.pdf
https://www.gfdrr.org/sites/gfdrr/files/publication/Recovery%20and%20Reconstruction%20Planning%20in%20the%20Aftermath%20of%20Typhoon%20Haiyan.compressed.pdf

	Abstract
	Introduction
	Resilience and its criticisms
	Resilience in the wake of typhoon Haiyan
	Land inequality
	Conclusion
	Acknowledgements
	Disclosure statement
	Notes on contributor
	References

