
BUILDING URBAN RESILIENCE:
The Moving Urban Poor Communities in the Philippines 
Toward Resilience (MOVE UP) Model

Across the country, disasters, conflict, and a dearth of economic opportunities in rural areas led to large-
scale migration into urban areas. However, rapid urbanization and the lack of affordable housing and 
facilities in these city centers forced many into precarious living conditions and led to the proliferation of 
informal settlements. As of 2011, there are 1.5 million informal settler families (ISFs) in the Philippines, 
with 584,425 living in NCR; 64,000 in Central Visayas; and 82,000 in Northern Mindanao (HUDCC, 
2014). They do not have sustainable livelihoods, have weak access to basic services, and many live 
in unsafe locations. These vulnerabilities are further magnified by hazards, climate change impacts, 
and other shocks and stresses. The resultant congestion in cities also contributes to environmental 
degradation, which further threatens the health, safety, and livelihoods of urban poor communities.

Resilience is defined as “The ability of a system, community or society exposed to hazards to resist, 
absorb, accommodate 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 through 
risk management” (UNISDR, 2017). Communities to be resilient should also be able to anticipate, adapt, 
respond, and transform to hazards, shocks, and stresses.

The MOVE UP Project envisions resilient communities as those that are able to prepare and bounce 
back from shocks and stresses because: 1) they have the resilience capacities to do so, 2) the society 
they live in is inclusive and equitable, and 3) good governance provides an environment that enables 
them to participate in public life and decision-making.

Resilient urban communities, thus, have proper access to natural, physical, human, social, economic, 
and political resources, which may come in the form of essentials such as land and water, sufficient and 
durable income levels, structurally sound homes in safe locations, good health, diverse skills and high 
level of education, health insurance, social inclusion programs, micro-credit, retirement schemes, and 
disaster preparedness training programs, among other things (Wisner, Gaillard, & Kelman, 2012) 

The urban context in the Philippines

What is a resilient community?



How does the MOVE UP Project help build resilient communities?

MOVE UP places urban poor 
communities at the center. 
The project believes that 
communities become more 
resilient if they have strong 
resilience capacities, and if the 
society they live in has well-
developed social, economic, 
environmental, institutional, 
and infrastructure sectors. To 
help achieve this ideal, the 
project employs three main 
strategies — building resilience 
capacities, improving social 
positions, and creating an 
enabling environment.

1. Building resilience 
capacities — increasing urban 
poor communities’ capacities 
to anticipate, respond to, adapt 
to, and transform risks. Aside 
from bolstering these resilience 
capacities, livelihoods and 
livelihood assets may also 
be made more resilient by 
strengthening, diversifying, and 
protecting them

2. Improving social positions — advancing social inclusion relating to gender, ethnicity, age, and 
disability; increasing organizational capacity; and pushing for the equitable distribution of capital 
 and assets 

3. Creating an enabling environment — promoting good governance, or governance that is 
“participatory, consensus-oriented, accountable, transparent, responsive, effective and efficient, 
equitable and inclusive and follows the rule of law” (UN-ESCAP, 2009) 

It recognizes, however, that resilience building is a long and complex process involving many different 
components and stakeholders. It is a significant undertaking that cannot be accomplished within the 
timeframe of a single project. As such, the project has chosen to focus on two strategies that will serve 
as both entry-point and catalyst for strengthening urban resilience: the Alternative Temporary Shelter 
(ATS) System and Resilient Livelihoods. 

By centering on improving shelter conditions during emergencies and making livelihoods more 
resilient to shocks and stresses, MOVE UP hopes to strengthen the resilience capacities of urban poor 
communities and their respective local governments.

Moreover, through the participatory and inclusive manner in which the activities under these components 
are designed and implemented, the project also hopes to contribute to improving people’s social 
positions and creating an enabling environment. In this way, the three strategies are implemented 
simultaneously and become mutually reinforcing. 



Because resilience building requires a concerted 
effort, the project’s stakeholders — communities, 
civil society and non-government organizations, 
private sector, local government units, and the 
national and sub-national levels of government 
— are involved throughout the entire process. 
Encouraging the participation of at-risk 
communities not only recognizes and strengthens 
their capacities, but also engenders in them a 
sense of ownership over the project, which helps 
ensure the sustainability of the project’s actions 
even beyond its period of implementation. It is 
also equally important to increase the capacity 
and involve the government, from the local level 
to the national level, as it bears the primary 
responsibility for resilience building.

To ensure the sustainability of gains and 
make the best possible contributions to 
national development, MOVE UP also strives 
to institutionalize the project components 
into national and sub-national policies, such 
as the National Disaster Risk Reduction 
and Management Plan (2011-2028); Joint 
Memorandum Circular No. 1, Series 2013 – 
Guidelines on Evacuation Center Coordination 
and Management / Camp Coordination and 
Management; the Comprehensive Emergency 
Program for Children (CEPC); and the 
Harmonized National Contingency Plan for the 
Magnitude 7.2 Earthquake.

The challenge is significant, but through these 
efforts, the MOVE UP Project hopes to contribute 
to gradually moving urban poor communities 
towards resilience.
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Risk assessment is not only listing down the hazards, 
but it is a combination of local knowledge and scientific 
data provided by national government agencies. Here 
a participant from Quezon City discusses some of the 
high-risk areas in their community.

Remnants of a community in Malabon razed by fire. The 
urban poor does not only face daily economic challenges, 
but are also vulnerable to both human-induced and natural 
hazards. Strengthening their capacities to resist, absorb, 
accommodate, and recover from hazards contributes to 
their resilience.
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