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CONNECTING THE DOTS: THE URBAN INFORMAL SECTOR AND CLIMATE
VULNERABILITIES IN SOUTHEAST ASIA’S MEGACITIES
By Sofiah Jamil

In the megacities of developing Southeast Asia, the informal sector plays an important role in supporting economic development.
Yet, in discussions of the ramifications of climaterelated natural hazards, this sector is often underrecognised. This NTS Alert
notes that the sector, and the people working within it, is often disproportionately affected by the impacts of climate hazards. As
such, cities that seek to address the economic risks and financial costs of such hazards must also improve the adaptive capacity
and resilience of those in the sector. With lowincome groups making up a major part of the sector, this would mean addressing
issues that transect with those related to poverty. To that end, this NTS Alert examines initiatives in the region that address the
vulnerabilities of the urban poor.

Natural hazards such as flooding affect both the availability of urban services provided by the informal sector (such as this jeepney
service in Manila) and the livelihoods and wellbeing of those in the sector.
Credit: Keith Baconco / flickr.
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that transect with those related to poverty. This NTS Alert thus examines initiatives in the region
that address the climate vulnerabilities of the urban poor, drawing lessons from the successes
and failures of the various programmes.
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The significance of the informal sector
Box 1: About the informal sector
The informal sector is generally defined as an economic sector consisting of smallscale, selfemployed activities (with or without hired
workers), typically at a low level of organisation and technology, with the primary objective of generating employment and incomes.
Unlike the formal economy, these activities are usually not taxed, not monitored by any governmental agency, nor included in a country’s
gross national product (GNP).a
The informal sector is made up of a variety of jobs, including: backyard farming or raising of poultry and livestock; smallscale
manufacturing of food, clothing, or wood products; operation of tricycles, taxis or jeepneys (in the case of the Philippines); money
changing and lending; leasing operations; and freelancing and subcontracted services. It also includes underground and illegal
production and unlicensed trading/peddling.
a Source: International Labour Organization, ‘The informal sector’, updated 11 May 2000,

http://www.ilo.org/public/english/region/asro/bangkok/feature/inf_sect.htm

The activities of the informal sector often fall outside of official purview (Box 1). This has led some to regard the informal sector as a
separate, even marginal, economy (see, for example, ‘dualist’ views of the informal sector7 ). However, in many megacities in the
developing economies of Southeast Asia, the informal sector is far from a peripheral factor. Not only is it large, it provides a range of
products and services integral to urban economies, including affordable food and transportation. Furthermore, the informal sector plays a
role in supporting companies in the formal sector. Formalsector companies are able to reduce business costs through employing the
services of those in the informal sector. In those megacities, the sector is also a source of employment for the urban poor. This is a
significant role given that poverty appears to be rising in urban areas (while decreasing in rural areas).8
With the informal sector playing such a broad and deep role in the economy of the megacities of developing Southeast Asia, any discussion
of climate vulnerabilities should be based on a good understanding of the vulnerabilities associated with the sector and their economic
ramifications. This is explored further in the next section.
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Economic impacts of informalsector vulnerabilities
A climate disaster often has disproportionate impact on those in the informal sector. Many informalsector workers, because of their low
earning capacity, live in less desirable parts of the city including along river banks. Drainage and infrastructure in such areas are often poor
– increasing their vulnerability to climate hazards such as flooding. Compounding the situation is the rise of migration from rural areas.9
With their poor skills sets, rural migrants often enter the informal sector, and join the ranks of those living in densely populated and unsafe
areas.

In the event of a climate disaster, these informalsector workers often bear the brunt of responding and rebuilding. Not only are they most
likely to be directly affected by climate events due to living in highrisk areas, they are also among the least able to cope given that they often
have little or no forms of social security.10
Such pressures affect the ability of informalsector workers to provide the variety of services that play an important, yet underappreciated,
role in the economy of some megacities. For example, jeepneys, a common mode of public transport in Metro Manila, although designed to
be operational in flooded streets, may be less available in a postdisaster situation – because jeepney drivers have to deal with flooding
issues affecting their homes and families. Hawkers may also be unable to sell food, reducing the availability of affordable food options. To
minimise such disruptions, atrisk megacities would need to tackle urban climate risks more generally, and the vulnerabilities faced by the
informal sector and the urban poor more specifically. However, doing this has proven to be challenging.
^ To the top

Challenges facing Southeast Asia’s megacities
In the wake of the 2009 Manila floods caused by Typhoon Ketsana and the 2011 Bangkok floods, the Philippines and Thailand introduced
new legislation. In the Philippines, the National Climate Change Act launched in 2009 emphasises mainstreaming disaster risk reduction
(DRR) mechanisms into climate change adaptation (CCA) measures. The Act led to the creation of the Climate Change Commission, and
support for the Philippine Disaster Risk Reduction and Management Act of 2010. The laws on DRR and CCA have been praised by the UN
as being ‘the best in the world’.11 In Thailand, the government formulated water management and flood prevention schemes in early 2012
worth USD9.4 billion.12 It also increased intergovernmental cooperation with countries wellversed in disaster management such as
Japan.13 While these are laudable, challenges remain, both at the macro level and also at the local, implementation level.

Funding and allocation
A major challenge is the need for a dramatic increase in funding. According to the latest Asian Development Bank (ADB) estimates, the
AsiaPacific would need around USD40 billion per year up till 2050 for CCA measures.14 This is much higher than what is available:
according to estimates for 2009–2010, only USD4.4 billion was available for adaptation activities globally.15 For developing countries, it
would certainly take an immense amount of political will to commit the substantial amount required.
Another concern is that most plans currently provide for
immediate disaster relief; and not enough support is
given to longerterm rehabilitation efforts. This particularly
affects poor families living in slum areas. These urban
residents often lack any form of social security or savings,
and are thus not able to cope when their property or
sources of livelihood are washed away by floodwaters.
Without the necessary support, it would be difficult for
them to recover before the next weather disaster and this
may reduce their level of resilience when faced with
another disaster.

Implementation difficulties
Megacities that seek to address climate vulnerabilities
also face several implementation difficulties, especially at

Slum communities may face particular difficulties dealing with the

the local level and in addressing the specific needs of

impacts of climate events, as they often do not have social security or
savings.

informalsector workers.

Credit: Global Water Partnership / flickr.

Interval between weather events
The increasing frequency and intensity of typhoons has meant a narrower time frame in which to ensure that an initiative is successfully
adopted or to rebuild after a disaster. At present in the Philippines, an average of 19 typhoons occur annually, with about 6 to 8 making
landfall.16 Also, depending on the level of preparedness of an area, floods may take a considerable amount of time to subside. In the case
of the floods in Thailand in July 2011, the waters did not fully subside until January 2012.17
Coordination
Difficulties in coordinating efforts between different governmental levels and agencies contribute to inefficiencies in implementation. For
instance, in the Philippines, not only does the Aquino government have to coordinate with various municipalities across Metro Manila and
factor in the high costs of infrastructure projects, it also has to deal with legal battles as a result of uncompleted flood management projects

left by the preceding Arroyo government.18 Lack of coordination has also been highlighted as an issue facing the Thai government.19
Support from bureaucracy
A key factor in successful implementation of governmentinitiated projects is support from the bureaucracy. Unfortunately, such support has
sometimes been lacking. In the Philippines in 2011, President Benigno Aquino announced a fiveyear onsite, incity resettlement project
worth USD245 million. This plan replaced the (failed) strategy of resettling the urban poor in locations far from their sources of livelihood
(jobs in the urban informal sector such as street vendoring). Middle management within the civil service, however, continues to favour the
convenience of the old strategy, and is not in total agreement with President Aquino’s onsite, incity projects.20 This is a significant
problem, as lack of progress on the incity relocation plan makes it difficult to continue with other aspects of flood mitigation such as road
and drainage work.
In Indonesia, Jakarta’s recently elected Governor Joko Widodo launched a similar initiative at the end of 2012 aimed at allowing riverbank
dwellers to live in their current areas, but in betterorganised housing known as kampong deret (rows of apartment blocks) and kampung
susun (clusters of apartment blocks integrated into existing transportation and retail hubs).21 While many have high hopes for Governor
Widodo’s plan, it remains to be seen whether the difficulties experienced by previous administrations – residents refusing to be relocated22
for example – can be overcome. The slum dwellers would have to be relocated to temporary homes while the apartment blocks are built,
and that is when such problems could come into play. Moreover, slum upgrading is only the first step; medium to longterm maintenance
costs and land tenure issues must be taken into consideration and discussed with slum residents if the housing plan is to address urban
vulnerabilities on a sustainable basis.23
Sectorspecific issues
Implementing policies targeted at the poor in the informal sector have their own particular difficulties. For instance, providing social security
is complicated by the scale of operations being small, benefits being too expensive, lack of awareness of relevant schemes and the
absence of a clear employeeemployer relationship.24 Addressing these difficulties would require governments to invest time and effort into
not only engaging with but also gaining the trust of the poor, many of whom are sceptical of government initiatives. Officials managing social
security programmes must take a flexible approach, listening to the specific needs of the urban poor, treating them as clients rather than
relegating them to the position of dependants of the state.
The difficulties outlined here suggest the need for innovative, targeted responses. These have largely come from civil society groups; and
there is much that can be learnt from the success of their programmes, which are discussed further in the next section.
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Protecting and empowering urbanites in the informal sector
Several civil society organisations (CSOs) have taken up tasks that national/local governments have not been able to implement. By first
gaining the trust of poor communities, CSOs have been able to work with those communities to formulate better solutions, ones that
integrate the needs of the poor into DRR and CCA programmes. These efforts encompass diverse needs, including primary concerns
relating to health, housing and employment.

Health
CSOs can help prepare the poor for weatherrelated disasters through awareness programmes. For example, in Jakarta, efforts were
made to mitigate the spread of waterrelated diseases such as malaria and dengue by increasing community awareness of the health
issues that could arise during a disaster.25 However, given that some flood victims refuse to evacuate from their homes, awareness
initiatives must be complemented with housing measures (as highlighted in the section below).
CSOs can also play a role in supporting existing health needs. For example, Philippine Business for Social Progress (PBSP), a foundation
focused on poverty alleviation, has integrated the health concerns of the urban poor into its DRR programmes. Those who need
medication, such as tuberculosis patients, are given information on who to contact in times of disaster.26

Housing
CSOs have also made efforts to introduce risk
management principles into housing for the urban poor.
PBSP, for instance, supports national resettlement efforts
by facilitating a community mortgage programme to
purchase land for informal settlers and then ‘reblocking’
the estate to ensure the proper provision of water and
electricity to homes. The programme also makes it
mandatory for the estate manager to incorporate risk
reduction measures (such as proper drainage and waste
disposal systems) and provide annual progress reports.
The villagers are also organised under a Home Owners’
Association.27
In Thailand, UNHABITAT’s Baan Mankong (Secure
Housing) programme, a land tenure programme that has
In trying to address housing for the urban poor, their needs, including the
importance of living near their sources of livelihood, must be considered.
Credit: Cakcak / flickr.

been in operation since 2003, has increased the urban
poor’s adaptive capacity while still living in slum areas.
Rather than simply distributing houses to the poor, the
programme provides infrastructure subsidies and soft

housing loans. It also empowers communities and their respective community networks to drive the process.28 Communities are
encouraged to become part of the planning process, deciding collectively on improvements related to housing, environment and basic
services.

Employment
There is also scope to implement initiatives that improve the ability of urban areas to mitigate flood disasters while also meeting the
socioeconomic needs of the most vulnerable sections of society. In Manila and Jakarta, improper waste disposal have resulted in clogged
drainage systems, thus exacerbating the impact of flooding.29 In response, CSOs have supported community recycling projects that provide
wastepickers with jobs. These projects empower local communities through increasing community action and collaboration with the
private sector, and reducing dependence on government aid.30 They also equip workers with better skills, thus enhancing their
employability.
These examples suggest that much could be done by governments to support the urban poor, and thus reduce the impacts of climate
hazards on the informal sector. However, it should be noted that a common factor behind the success of the above schemes is their
emphasis on empowering the urban poor to make decisions as part of community networks. Such local empowerment would ultimately be
dependent on the level of engagement and trust between the people and the different levels of government, which itself requires time and
concerted commitment.
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Conclusion
This NTS Alert has highlighted the importance of not only protecting but empowering citizens involved in the urban informal sector of
developing Southeast Asia. A wellcoordinated combination of technical, socioeconomic and political capabilities is essential to mitigate
the effects of the weatherrelated disasters that are occurring with increasing frequency and intensity. Failure to do so will not only increase
urban vulnerabilities but also result in lost opportunities to build national economies and in turn an economically stronger Southeast Asia.
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