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Tackling the Challenges 
of Urbanization in the Philippines 

by Andrew Farncombe 

The increasing concentration of people in urban 
areas will be one of the most striking features of the 
twenty-first century. According to the United 
Nations, the pace of urbanization in Asia will be the 
fastest in the developing world, increasing from 34 
percent in 1990 to 54 percent in 2020. This means 
that approximately 1.5 billion more people will be 
living in urban areas of various sizes across Asia. 

An important aspect of this growth trend 
is the emergence of Asian mega-cities. 
Manila, the capital of the Philippines, is 
that country's contribution to the trend. 
By conservative estimates, it currently has 
a population of about nine million , or 12 
percent of the country's seventy-two mil
lion people. 

With urban population growth comes 
increased pressure on local governments 
to extend basic urban services and infra
structure. But as metropolitan areas leap
frog their administrative boundaries, the 
governance mechanisms for planning and 
managing growth become fragmented 
and increasingly ineffective. Innovating 
new models in regional governance that 
promote integrated and coordinated 
approaches to planning and development 
will be critical to addressing the complex 
challenges of Asia's fast growing city
regions. 

Now other urban regions across the 
Philippines are beginning to experience 
some of the same growing pains felt by 
the capital. One of these is lloilo, located 
in the Western Visayas grouping of islands 
about 500 kilometres south of Manila. 
Founded by the Spanish in 1571, it is the 
second oldest city in the country and 
among the five most populous urban cen
tres (roughly half a million residents in the 
five local municipalities). The metropolitan 
region is one of the fast-growing eco
nomic, educational, administrative and 
industrial centres in the Philippines. 

Since 1994, with the financial support of 
the Government of Canada provided 
through the Canadian International 
Development Agency (CIDA), the 
Canadian Urban Institute (CUI) has been 
working in the Philippines to improve local 

governance and urban management. 
Most of the activities of our institute have 
been focused on the lloilo urban region . 
(The CUI program is collaborating with 
another CIDA governance program called 
the Local Government Support Program, 
which is implemented by Agriteam 
Canada and the Federation of Canadian 
Municipalities) . 

CUI programming has supported the 
country's continuing decentralization of 
power to local authorities, and its empow
erment of communities in local decision
making. The 400-year-old tradition of 
strong central government in the 
Ph ilippines was overturned in 1986 with 
the advent of the People's Power 
Revolution . This revolution brought the 
country into its current era of democratic 
development. By 1991, a new Local 
Government Code (LGC) had been 
passed, beginning the trend toward gov
ernment decentralization and deepening 
the roots of democracy. 

The LGC is considered one of the most 
revolutionary laws for local government 
reform in Asia. Yet its implementation 
poses many challenges. Local govern
ments in the Philippines are rapidly being 
forced to expand their capacities, to rein
vent the ways in which their institutions 
operate, and to find ways to involve citi
zens in planning and decision-making so 
that services are responsive to the needs 
of citizens. 

Good local and 
regional governance 

can help to fight 
poverty. 
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As the regional growth centre of the 
Western Visayas, metropolitan lloilo is 
experiencing rapid urbanization and pop
ulation growth. "Development is occur
ring without adequate growth manage
ment, and services are not keeping pace 
with this growth," notes Francis Gentoral, 
the CU I's manager in the Philippines. 
"The result is mounting and ever more 
severe urban development problems. 
Strategic thinking, planning and manage
ment on a metropolitan-wide scale are 
needed to ensure orderly development. 
Where urbanization spills over the existing 
municipal political boundaries, inter
municipal cooperation is necessary for the 
planning and management of services 
that cross over these boundaries, such as 
transportation, water, sanitation and solid 
waste management. This cooperation can 
also stimulate local partnerships with the 
private and non-governmental sectors to 
enhance regional competitiveness and 
thereby improve economic performance." 

The CUI is now mid-stream in a project 
that is helping to build the capacity of the 
lloilo City government and the municipali
ties of Leganes, Pavia, Oton, and San 
Miguel , in order to bring about improved 
inter-municipal cooperation through a 
new metropolitan governance structure. 
Significant first steps have been taken in 
this direction, through the establishment 
of a metropolitan governance body called 
the Metro lloilo Development Council 
(MIDC), the result of a lengthy process of 

The Metropolitan lloilo 
Development Council 
aims to establish a 
cooperative gover
nance framework for 
tackling problems that 
cross the boundaries 
of the urban region 's 
five municipalities. 
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strategic planning and metropolitan-wide 
consultation, facilitated by the CUI. 
Among the priorities identified through 
the consultations were the enhancement 
of public safety and security services; the 
preparation of a comprehensive and inte
grated regional land-use framework plan; 
improvements to the quality of air, water 
and land; the provision of infrastructure 
such as roads, ports and bridges; the effi
cient delivery of health , education and 
housing services; and the promotion of 
economic investment. 

Providing opportunities for our Philippine 
partners to learn from Canadian experi
ences, both good and bad, have been an 
important part of the CU I's program. 
Canada has many recognized strengths in 
local government and governance. We 
have a highly professional public service 
and a history of being able to deal with 
differences. We have a range of models 
that provide various examples of local 
government and governance structures, 
service-delivery mechanisms, finance and 
revenue raising, social service strategies, 
citizen participation, economic develop
ment, and environmental protection at 
the local level. Canada is also struggling 
with many of its own issues related to the 
decentralization or "downloading" of 

service delivery, as well as to the growth 
of urban poverty and homelessness. 

The lloilo metropolitan initiative has 
involved a two-way exchange of local 
government planners, managers and 
elected officials. In 1999, Phil ippine local 
government representatives participated 
in a study tour of British Columbia, which 
gave them the opportunity to meet their 
Canadian peers and to observe regional 
governance models such as Victoria's 
Capital Regional District, the Greater 
Vancouver Regional District, and the 
Islands Trust. Canadians have also pro
vided technical expertise in the field . For 
instance, a senior planner from Sudbury, 
Ontario, recently travelled to lloilo to 
share the experiences of Sudbury's amal
gamation process. 

CIDA, through the Canadian Partnersh ip 
Branch, has recently approved funding for 
the CU I's "International Partnership 
Program for Good Urban Governance." 
This will extend our international pro
gramming in Asia for an additional five 
years, thus allowing our institute, in coop
eration with our network of planners and 
other urban specialists from across 
Canada, to continue in its support for the 
development of local government capac
ity in the Philippines. 
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Summary 
The urban programming of the Canadian 
International Development Agency is pro
viding a platform for Canadian planners 
and other urban specialists to help address 
the complex challenges of Asia's rapidly 
growing cities. 

Sommaire 
L'Agence canadienne de developpement 
international, parses projets d'amenage
ment urbain, permet aux urbanistes cana
diens et a d'autres specialistes de relever 
les defis de taille que presente la crois
sance rapide des villes d'Asie. 


