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Abstract  
 
Inhabitants of Metro Manila are confronted with 
challenges such as the overall congestion of the 
fast-growing city, ecological degradation, and 
aggravated exposure to natural hazards due to 
climate change. Stakeholders present in- and 
around Manila Bay have different interests and 
perspectives on how the coastline should develop, 
resulting in fierce competition.  
 
This research focusses on two groups of 
stakeholders in particular: the urban poor and 
small-scale fisherfolk living along the waterways in 
Navotas. They express environmental justice 
concerns about decreased access to the bay and 
space for social housing (distribution), persistence 
of negative stigma and disregard for resource-
based livelihoods (recognition), lacking 
representation, consultation, and information 
provision (participation), and the overall 
degradation of the Manila Bay ecosystem 
(ecological integrity). Most importantly, they 
experience distress as they are uncertain how their 
livelihoods and homes are influenced by 
development projects requiring land reclamations, 
construction of the dyke, and/or relocations.  
 
The Manila Bay Sustainable Development 
Masterplan (MBSDMP) is initiated- and partly 
funded by the Dutch government. This consultancy 
project aims to advice decision-makers within the 
Philippine government to steer the development 
of Manila Bay into a more ‘sustainable’ and 
‘inclusive’ direction. The expectation has been 
raised, that the MBSDMP would be conducted in a 
‘participatory’ manner, referring to the Dutch Delta 
Approach. Explicitly also including the small-scale 
fisherfolk and urban poor. And for that local view, 
you have to zoom in. 
However, choosing to plan for the scale of ‘Manila 
Bay’ can (unintentionally) influence the rules of the 
game and/or be used as an active instrument to 
win that game. In line with political ecology, this 
thesis uses the theoretical frame of scalar politics 
to explore what the MBSDMP case-study could 
reveal about the main research question:  

‘How does high-level, ecological delineated, and 
long-term planning relate to locally expressed 
environmental justice concerns?’ 
 
This qualitative explorative research project 
attempted to connect the local barangay level in 
Navotas with the high-level MBDSMP planning 
process: zooming in and out. Findings are based on 
a three-month fieldwork period in the Philippines 
including ethnographic observations of key events, 
document analysis, and 37 interviews. By literally 
jumping between these layers of governance, 
tensions and diverging expectations were 
encountered about the role of participation in- and 
the objectives and scope of the MBSDMP.  
 
Moreover, this thesis describes how strategic 
master planning risks aggravating- instead of 
addressing environmental justice concerns as 
expressed by small-scale fisherfolk and urban poor. 
Issues most important to these groups can become 
sidelined by the choice for the bay-wide scale of 
governance. On the other hand, actors can try to 
use the created invited spaces of participation in 
the MBSDMP to bring back the human-perspective 
in strategic master planning. This is especially 
relevant considering the centralizing and 
militaristic trends in the Philippine planning 
context. Still, the high-level, ecologically 
delineated, and long-term orientation of the 
planning exercise does pose challenges for the 
practical organization of participation. Hence, it 
depends on the theory of change assumptions of 
actors involved whether (and if so, how) they 
believe the MBSDMP could be a useful instrument 
to address environmental injustices.  
 
This thesis does not draw final conclusions about 
the particular case of the MBSDMP, as the 
planning process was highly dynamic and still 
evolving when the fieldwork period ended. Yet, the 
dilemma’s described can inform- and support 
general reflection by scientists and practitioners on 
the politics of choosing ecological boundaries as 
scale of governance, also in other strategic master 
planning processes. This thesis emphasizes the 
need to not only zoom out, but also zoom in.
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Chapter 1. Introduction 
 
1.1 Exploring the scene 
 
Manila Bay is surrounded by the fast-growing Manila Metropolitan area, the economic centre of the 
Philippines with roughly 25 million inhabitants (MBSCO, 2017). As is the case in many mega-cities 
worldwide, rapid urbanization and industrialization have resulted in a number of challenges 
(Meerow, 2017). The heavy pollution of the bay area is caused by lacking waste- and water 
management services.  
Manila bay receives untreated industrial- and domestic waste water from its tributaries, and 
functions as a sink for the large quantities of solid waste (Migo, Mendoza, Alfafara, & Pulhin, 2018).  
13 out of 16 million users of the privatized drinking-water providers Maynilad and Manila water are 
not properly connected to a collective water treatment system (Agra, 2017; Rafales, 2019). Natural 
inter-tidal areas and mangroves have been removed. And competition over declining fish stocks 
contributes to over-fishing.  
The combination of these stressors has led to the overall degradation of Manila bay’s ecosystems, 
illustrated by a stark decline in biodiversity and of fish stocks (Jensen, 2018). Other issues are 
flooding by high tides and heavy rainfall and land-subsidence due to groundwater over-extraction 
(Bendaño, Lopez, Perez, Santos, & Torres Jr, 2016; Jensen, 2018; Mancera, Villar, & Mesina, 2012; 
Migo et al., 2018). Moreover, climate change related hazards such as rising tides and stronger 
typhoons add to list of environmental hazards such as earthquakes and liquefaction (Kumar, Masago, 
Mishra, & Fukushi, 2018).  
 

 
Figure 2. Maps Philippines, Manila Bay Watershed, Metro Manila (Plan International Canada, 2019; OIDCI, Tractabel, Engie, 
UPLBPI, & Deltares, 2018) 
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Manila Bay: a contested amphibious space  
The coastline of Manila Bay forms a 190 km long border between see and land (MBCMO, 2017). An 
ambiguous space, as it can simultaneously be seen as an extension of the sea and thus as marine 
environment, or as reclaimable land that is to be protected from flooding (Morita, 2016). One 
example is the dyke that is constructed to protect the coastal municipality of Navotas from high tides 
and hence secures the current terrestrial land uses (City of Navotas, 2015).  
Alternative more aquatic forms of living would for example be floating houses, or houses on stilts 
(Villasana & Laparan, 2016). Different people would make different choices, depending on their 
background and interests. In the tradition of Science and Technology Studies, Morita (2016) shows 
how landscapes are transformed into more terrestrial or aquatic spaces; the direction reflecting the 
views of the people most influential in steering the development of an area. 
 
A more terrestrial perspective on Manila Bay is reflected in the to-date 43 proposals for land 
reclamation projects. These land reclamations could support development projects ranging from 
high-end property development, the construction of a new airport, or the building of social housing 
units (IBON, 2019; NEDA et al., 2018; Sengupta, Chen, & Meadows, 2018). However, these land 
reclamations are not necessarily compatible with the interest of other stakeholders, such as 
fisherfolk. Land reclamations would further decrease their access to the bay. Also, marine 
biodiversity advocates and the tourism sector criticize the environmental degradation that has 
occurred with the removal of intertidal areas, mangroves, and breeding grounds (Jensen, 2018; 
UNEP-TEEB, 2017). Dredgers negatively affect the ecosystems, while viable fishing grounds are 
already in decline (Macasero, 2019a).  
At the same time, for example, in the eyes of the shipping industry and port complex, Manila bay 
should primarily be seen as a natural harbour and gateway to the world seas (NEDA, 2017). All these 
diverging perspectives on Manila bay result in fierce competition between stakeholders. Power 
differences between these stakeholders determine how effective they respectively are to influence 
the development of Manila Bay.  
 

 
Figure 3. Complex user interactions within the MBSMDP planning area (Dutch Expert Team, 2015) 
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This research focusses on two groups of stakeholders: the urban poor and small-scale fisherfolk. 
Philippine society is characterized by high-inequality rates (Meerow, 2017). Urban poor and small-
scale fisherfolk struggle on a daily basis to bring food on the table (Bankoff & Hilhorst, 2009). To be 
closer to livelihood options, people are forced to live in hazardous structures in- or very near to the 
polluted water of Manila Bay (IBON, 2019; Purba et al., 2018). Space for social housing is lacking and 
fisherfolk increasingly lose access to the bay, while they depend on the bay’s natural resources for 
their livelihood (Asare Okyere, Adom-Asamoah, Guevara Aramburu, & Johnson Lontoc, 2015; Borras 
& Franco, 2008; IBON, 2019). Moreover, these people generally are in a less powerful position to 
influence the overall development of the bay area. Still, overt contestations and protest against the 
construction of the dyke happened in 2017, and inhabitants till date actively seek ways to secure 
space to live and access to the bay (Pamalakaya, 2017; local sources).  
 

 
Figure 4. Living conditions urban poor & small-scale fisherfolk, coastline and rivers in Navotas. 

 

The Manila Bay Sustainable Development Masterplan 
The Manila Bay Sustainable Development Masterplan (MBSDMP) is initiated to help steer the 
development of Manila bay into a more ‘sustainable’ and ‘inclusive’ direction. The plan intends to 
integrate economic development with ecosystem protection, inclusive growth, climate change 
adaptation, disaster risk reduction, water quality improvement, and the upgrading of informal 
settlements (NEDA et al., 2018).  
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The MBSDMP is a consultancy project that runs from January 2018 until July 2020 and is partly 
funded- and initiated by the Dutch government. The MBSDMP fits within the larger trend of planning 
processes using ‘The Dutch Delta Approach’ abroad (Zwarteveen, 2018a). The Dutch Delta Approach 
has been branded as an inclusive method to deal with the myriad of competing user groups present 
in coastal areas (Minkman & Buuren, 2018; Stravens, 2018a; Zwarteveen, 2018b). Special 
characteristics of the MBSDMP are its ecological boundary (the bay scale), high-level- (covering four 
provinces, and over 25 million people), and long-term perspective (up to 2100).   
 
The MBSDMP stands in relation with the small-scale fisherfolk and urban poor living along Manila 
Bay’s waterways in three ways. First, the MBSDMP aims to inform decision-makers about concrete 
questions such as land reclamation proposals and coastal zoning schemes. Second, more indirectly, it 
provides advice on the type of long-term development to pursue for the region and land use choices 
per area. Third, the expectation has been raised that the MBSDMP would be conducted in a 
‘participatory’ manner, explicitly also including the small-scale fisherfolk and urban poor [see §5.5].  
 

1.2 Problem Statement and research objectives  
 
Social constructionists approach the choice for a particular scale of governance as contingent and 
historically dynamic (Tim Forsyth, 2003; Mackinnon, 2010). Recent work in political ecology explores 
how different ecological scales are employed and legitimized in environmental governance (Cohen & 
Bakker, 2014). Choosing to plan for the scale of ‘Manila Bay’ influences how different stakeholders 
can advance their interests. Using an ecological boundary influences issue prioritization, agenda-
setting, problem framings, and the availability of avenues for stakeholders to influence decision-
making.  
Ecological planning boundaries are often framed as the ‘natural’ and thus logical scale of governance. 
However, the usage of an ecological boundary can (unintentionally) increase existing inequalities, 
while naturalization of such a governance scale can hide the politics at work (Warner, Wester, & 
Hoogesteger, 2014). Planning at the very local level is of course not necessarily ‘better’, than 
planning at the higher bay level. The local community level or small-scale is often falsely 
romanticized and has its own pitfalls (see CH4). However, the governance scales are different and the 
choice for a particular scale of governance influences the position of actors in the area differently. 
Using a political ecology perspective, this thesis aims to investigate the scalar politics of planning for 
Manila Bay.  
 
This thesis deliberately connects two entirely different levels of governance. I have spoken with 
people at the barangay-level1 in Navotas, and with people involved in the ongoing high-level and 
large-scale MBSDMP planning process. A consultant: “Some people keep saying you have to look at 
the post-stamp level, others say no – look around you, there is more! That is the tension.” 
(international source). Investigating these tensions, connecting seemingly incommensurable layers of 
governance, and describing the different perceptions of the actors involved all formed driving 
questions behind this research project.  
 

                                                             
1 The barangay is the lowest level administrative unit in the Philippines’ political-institutional system.  
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Additionally, this research aims to gain a better understanding of how the choice to plan for Manila 
Bay and the MBSDMP could potentially address- or aggravate environmental injustices as expressed 
by urban poor and small-scale fisherfolk living in Navotas, a coastal municipality of Manila Bay.  
This thesis explicitly chose to bring forth the perspective of the urban poor and small-scale fisherfolk, 
because these people are usually least influential in policy processes. Yet, they might have most at 
stake. Also, their struggles for access to the bay and space for social housing plays a key role in the 
public debate in the Philippines about the rehabilitation of Manila Bay and land reclamation 
developments (Gomez, 2019; IBON, 2019; Macasero, 2019a; Mayuga, 2019).  
 
Furthermore, the promise was raised that these groups and their interests would be included in the 
MBSDMP through a participatory process (Dulce, 2017; Nauta, 2018; OIDCI, Tractabel, Engie, UPLBPI, 
& Deltares, 2018; Stravens, 2018; Zwarteveen, 2018). Moreover, the language around the Dutch 
Delta Approach stresses it’s ‘inclusive and collaborative’ character (Human Cities, 2017; Minkman & 
Buuren, 2018; Prins, 2018; Stravens, 2018b). After critique on another Dutch-led Master planning 
process, the Jakarta NCICD Masterplan, it was voiced that the MBDMP would ‘include everyone’,  
also referring  to the urban poor and small-scale fisherfolk (Both ENDS, SOMO, & TNI, 2017; Prins, 
2018; Zwarteveen, 2018b). Hence, the role of participation in the MBSDMP received special attention 
in this research project.  
 

1.3 Research Questions   
 
The main research question 

What insights does the MBSDMP case-study reveal about the question: ‘How does high-level, 
ecological delineated, and long-term planning relate to locally expressed environmental justice 
concerns?’  
 
Sub-question 1 (Chapter 4) 

What are current environmental justice concerns expressed by small-scale fisherfolk and urban poor 
at the barangay-level in Navotas, a coastal municipality of Metro Manila?   
 
Sub-question 2 (Chapter 5) 

What was happening in the Manila Bay Sustainable Development Master planning process [Oct 2018 
t/m Jan 2019] focusing on different perceptions of actors regarding the MBSDMP’s scope-, 
objectives-, and especially the role of participation?  
 
Sub-question 3 (Chapter 6) 

In terms of scalar politics, what dilemmas are the result of the ecological boundary, high-level, and 
long-term planning orientation of the MBDSMP from an environmental justice perspective?  
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1.4  Relevance  
 

Scientific relevance  
The scientific relevance of this project lies in the integration of scalar politics and environmental 
justice perspectives. The effects of scalar politics on less-advantaged groups such as small-scale 
fisherfolk and urban poor is approached using the four-fold framework of environmental justice 
(Schlosberg, 2004; Zwarteveen & Boelens, 2014). In this way, the thesis adds to the growing 
literature body on scalar politics, yet from a different point of departure. Secondly, studying the 
MBSDMP adds a case-study to the growing number of studies conducted on the practice of Dutch 
master planning abroad (Hasana, Evers, Zegwaard, & Zwarteveen, 2012; Minkman, Letitre, & van 
Buuren, 2018; Prins, 2018; Seijger et al., 2017; Zegwaard, 2016). Since the initiation 10 years ago, 
Dutch master planning has evolved, and is being practiced in multiple sites (others have studied the 
Bangladesh Delta Plan 2100, the Mekong Delta Plan, and the Jakarta NCICD Masterplan). Adding 
empirical data helps to better understand this phenomenon.  
 

Societal relevance  
As Ferguson (1994, p. 181) once put it: “For Westerners, one of the most important forms of 
engagement is simply the political participation in one’s own society that is appropriate to any 
citizen.” I do not believe that I can or should say anything about how Manila Bay should develop 
more sustainably; due to my limited stay and understanding of the context. The societal relevance 
lies first of all in the fact that as a Dutch researcher and citizen, I can study Dutch foreign water- and 
aid policy. Findings could inform Dutch planners and decision-makers about the local context in the 
Philippines and subsequently help to improve the product: the Dutch Delta Approach.  
 
Even though I have chosen to bring forth the perspective of the urban poor and small-scale fisherfolk 
in Metro Manila, my identity as a 23-year-old Dutch girl makes me clueless of how their ‘lifeworld’s’ 
and ‘concerns’ must really be. Also, believing that I could ‘help’ them would be both arrogant and 
delusional. Nevertheless, being hosted by ACCORD, a local Disaster Risk Reduction NGO, could help 
as they are an implementing partner of Partners for Resilience (PfR). PfR is currently designing their 
strategy to help organize stakeholder involvement for the MBDSMP. Moreover, through multiple 
community-based projects ACCORD aims to assist the people living in Navotas (ACCORD, CARE 
Nederland, & CNDR, 2012; PfR, 2017) 
 

A researchers’ learning process  
The three-month fieldwork period in the Philippines has been formative and very instructive for me, 
as a young beginning researcher and MSc International Land- and Water Management student. 
Zwarteveen (2015) speaks about training a new generation of power-sensitive water scientists that 
pay more attention to the inherent political and normative dimensions of water management. 
Instead of de-politicizing water management, these experts will: “Not shy away from discursive 
scientific processes but see it as a motivation to experiment with new ways of confronting the 
fundamental epistemological problems in policy-oriented science for managing complex socio-
ecological systems” (Norgaard et al., 2009, p. 651). I hope to become such a water scientist.  
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1.5 Approach and structure of this thesis   
 
This MSc thesis is a qualitative research project and explorative in character.  
 
Chapter 2 discusses the theoretical framework, which builds upon grounded theory. The scholarly 
tradition of this thesis, political ecology, is discussed (§2.3), with special attention to the focal point 
of this research: scalar politics (§ 2.4). Important to mention is that this thesis deliberately connects 
two entirely different levels of governance. This created tensions and the issues observed did not 
automatically well commensurate. Investigating these resulting tensions was actually one of the chief 
objectives and knowledge gaps of this research. Hence, a broad range of concepts were applied in 
order to describe phenomena observed at these two levels that are very different in character such 
as environmental justice (§ 2.5) and the nirvana concept of participation (§ 2.6).  
 
Chapter 3 explains the qualitative and ethnographic research methods. The objective of this chapter 
is to explain the choices made during the research process, to enable the reader to weigh the 
evidence presented in the other chapters.  
 
Chapter 4 discusses the perspective of the small-scale fisherfolk and urban poor, and how they 
express environmental justice concerns that are local and near in terms of geographical and 
temporal distance.  
 
Chapter 5 describes the high-level and long-term MBSDMP planning process that uses an ecological 
boundary as it uses ‘Manila Bay’ as the scale of governance. Important to note is that the MBDSMP is 
not yet a crystalized historical case, but still evolving at the moment of writing this thesis. The actor-
oriented approach was used because it is suitable to unpack- and discuss changes in planning 
processes. 
 
Chapter 6 answers the main research question as it provides the synthesis between the two levels. It 
relates the scalar politics of high-level, ecologically delineated, and long-term planning to four 
dimensions of locally experienced environmental injustices.  
 
Chapter 7 at last, presents the conclusions and discusses limitations- and implications of this study 
for future research.  
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Chapter 2. Theoretical Framework 
 
2.1 Introduction and overview 
The structure of this chapter is as follows: first, the general philosophy of science this research 
departs from, is explained by explanation of the actor-oriented approach (in § 2.2). Next, the 
scholarly tradition of political ecology is discussed (in § 2.3), with special attention to the focal point 
of this research: scalar politics (in § 2.4). Thereafter, additional vocabulary is provided to describe the 
phenomena encountered at the two scales of governance this study aims to connect. An 
operationalization of environmental justice helps to describe (in § 2.5) the local level and the current 
concerns of the small-scale fisherfolk and urban poor in coastal communities’ in Metro Manila.  
For the master-planners level, Molle’s (2008) conception of nirvana concepts (described in § 2.6), 
and insights from actor-oriented research help to describe how actors strategically operate with- and 
around concepts such as ‘participation’.  
 
The intention of grounded theory is to create a vocabulary to describe phenomena observed ‘on the 
ground’. Instead of flying-in with a pre-fab theoretical framework or hypothesis to test, the concepts 
are selected on their usefulness to high-light certain elements out of the messy reality encountered 
(Bryman, 2012). The strength of qualitative research and a case-study is the ability to uncover new 
dynamics and describe nuances and peculiarities omitted from generalist models (Flyvbjerg, 2006). 
Grounded theory fits these merits.  
 

2.2 Actor-oriented approach  
The first weeks in Manila, the simple objective was to try and understand ‘What is the MBSDMP?’ 
and ‘Who are (not) involved’? This openness was inspired by the actor-oriented approach (Hebinck, 
Ouden, & Verschoor, 2001; Long, 2001). According to this approach, a policy- or project intervention 
should be seen as a multiple reality ‘constituted by the ongoing social and political struggles that take 
place between the social actors involved.’ (Long, 1998, p. 226). Most importantly, an actor-oriented 
approach stresses the need for the contextualization of actors’ behaviour (Long, 1992; Hebinck et al, 
2001). Only by considering the context, the meaning of the different perceptions and strategies of 
actors in relation to the MBSDMP can be understood.   
 
Translating the actor-oriented approach to policy analysis, it is important to see plans as part of 
many other and longer lasting developments. ‘Rather than viewing interventions as linear processes, 
they can be seen as composed of interlocking projects of different actors with diverging life worlds, 
ideals and aims.’ (Long and van der Ploeg, 1989, p. 44). Hence, the MBSDMP should not be 
understood as a final paper product, or as a project with a specific timeframe, but as a process. 
Interventions such as the MBSDMP get shaped in political arenas where actors involved not only 
have different interest, but also different interpretations of the policy process. Throughout the entire 
planning process, actors strategize and negotiate about the aim and scope of the MBSDMP and 
about the role of participation, in particular.   
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Position in the structure-agency debate  
The position of the researcher in the structure-agency debate informed several choices made 
throughout the research process. Hence, I believe it is important to provide an explanation. A 
planning process is constituted by a particular combination of people that are involved with planning 
activities such as having meetings, drafting strategies, doing fieldwork, socializing with stakeholders, 
colleagues, friends, etc.. These activities take place amidst a complex of whirling structural processes.  
Wandering through Metro Manila, structural processes of uneven development are painfully visible 
at almost every street-corner. An exclusive research focus on the origin of these inequalities and 
structural forms of power that sustain them could be justified. However, that story has been told 
numerous times for various fast-growing mega cities (Harvey, 1993; Murakami, Medrial Zain, 
Takeuchi, Tsunekawa, & Yokota, 2005). The scope of this research project is directed towards 
possibilities for agency, despite the processes of uneven development and historically grown 
inequalities. Structures of cooperation and conflict have grown crazily complex, and grave 
inequalities are part of them. However, it still is just people that have built and are still developing 
Metro Manila: however immense and unchangeable this city might feel. 
 
This research departs from a broad conception of power and politics, not only focussing on party 
politics and formal arena’s, but studying cooperation and conflict in broader social interactions.  
Giddens showed that there exists a dialectical mutually constitutive relationship between societal 
structures  of power and actors (Giddens, 1979). This led Arts and van Tatenhove (2004) to come up 
with the following definition of power: “Power is the organisational and discursive capacity of 
agencies, either in competition with one another or jointly, to achieve outcomes in social practices, a 
capacity which is however co-determined by the structural power of those social institutions in which 
these agencies are embedded.” (Arts & Tatenhove, 2004, p. 347).  
 
This description of power matches with the actor-oriented approach, as this approach recognizes 
that ‘people operate within the limitations of structural constraints but emphasizes that such 
constraints operate through people as well’ (Hilhorst, 2003, p. 5).2 ‘The actor-oriented approach 
starts from the premise that each actor has ‘agency’ (Heijmans, 2012, p. 33). This ‘agency’ entails 
that people are able to ‘reflect upon their experiences and what happens around them, and use their 
knowledge and capabilities to interpret and respond to their environment’ (Long, 1992, p. 22). The 
scope of this research project is directed towards possibilities for agency within- or related to the 
MBSDMP, despite the processes of uneven development and historically grown inequalities.   

 

                                                             
2 The focus on possibilities for agency matches with the stage my own personal development and situated 
knowledge as the researcher of this thesis. The past few years, I have often felt paralyzed when confronted 
with societal injustices. I have come to realize there could be a relation with my research projects focussing 
almost exclusively on structural forms of power. It was time to try a different perspective. As it is just people 
that are influencing the course of direction of Manila Bay, there are opportunities to influence to process. 
More academically, the writings of the ‘late’ Foucault form an inspiration to take a more actor-oriented 
approach. Vintges (2012) describes how after years of describing omnipresence of power-relations, later in 
Foucault’s life, he developed a personal ethics focussing on ‘freedom practices. He stressed that every 
individual actor can contest certain structural forms of power. Through small daily actions, structural relations 
of power are transformed. (Vintges, 2012).  
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2.3 Political ecology  
This research fits into the diverse tradition of political ecological research. Political ecologists 
combine insights from various critical philosophers with the practice of environmental science and 
management (Cote & Nightingale, 2012; Forsyth, 2004; Robbins, 2012). Related questions are for 
example: ‘How are certain types of scientific environmental knowledge naturalized and used as 
sources of authority to back-up policy decisions?’ or ‘Who are the winners and losers of certain 
problem definitions, proposed solutions, and dominant discourses?’(Boelens, Hoogesteger, 
Swyngedouw, & Vos, 2016; Zwarteveen & Boelens, 2014).  
  

Socio-nature 
Within political ecology, it is crucial to acknowledge that nature, technology and society are mutually 
constituted (Forsyth, 2004; Haraway, 1988; Latour & Woolgar, 1986). The description of Manila Bay 
as a contested amphibious space, altered by humans to become more terrestrial or aquatic in nature 
reflects this insight (§1.1) (Morita, 2016). Science and Technology Scholars stress that in the 
Anthropocene, social- and natural systems cannot be studied separately (Boelens et al., 2016; 
Swyngedouw, 2002). Associated concepts are: socio-ecological systems, waterscapes, hydro-social 
territories, hydro-social networks, and socio-natures (Boelens, Hoogesteger, Swyngedouw, & Vos, 
2016; Swyngedouw, 2002; Warner, Wester, & Bolding, 2008). Important for this research is the 
general acknowledgement of the interdisciplinary nature of water management and the subsequent 
need to describe not only the ecological and hydrological systems, but also the social, economic and 
political systems constituting the situation in Manila Bay (Swyngedouw, 2003).  
 

Political nature of water management  
The integration of social and natural systems implies that questions of politics and also questions of 
justice form an inherent part of water management (Joy et al., 2014).3 People have different planning 
priorities, for example prioritizing economy over social- and environmental concerns - or vice versa. 
Considering the amphibious nature of the coastal region of Manila Bay, different stakeholders 
envision different directions of development ranging from marine nature conservation to land 
reclamations. Moreover, people do not have equal resources (money, contacts, social capital, etc.,) 
to lobby for their interests. Patterns of unequal development tend to aggravate existing inequalities, 
and inequalities in terms of economic means often intersect with inequalities in political voice 
(Fraser, 2005). Acknowledging the political nature of water management, means to also include this 
element of the social-natural system, and thus studying people that are involved in cooperation- and 
conflict on a particular piece of land and water amidst (structural) power asymmetries. 
 

2.4 Scalar politics  
Problems in socio-ecological systems are characterized as complex because of a diversity of 
competing values, high levels of uncertainty, and the presence of a multitude of actors that uphold 
different interpretive frames and world views. In policy science, these are also called wicked 

                                                             
3 Important to note when scholars speak of ‘politics’ being a part of water governance, scholars refer to broad 
definition of power. Power is simply seen as part of all systems that contain human beings. This is contrasted 
with a narrow conception of power and politics focussing on formally decision-making and political arenas, 
party politics, or politicization in the sense of officials operating for their own political gains. 
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problems (Head, 2008). In approaching wicked problems, the initial problem definition carries great 
weight because it corresponds with different envisaged solutions and values. So does the scale at 
which the environmental issue is seen as to be best managed.  
 
This research studies the choice for ‘Manila Bay’ as the scale of water governance of the MBSDMP. 
Social constructivists regard this choice as contingent and dynamic (Zwarteveen & Boelens, 2014). 
Hence, it should be investigated how that choice is (partly) based in (Dutch) water science and what 
its effects are in the Philippine planning context. Relevant, because changing the scale of governance 
to an ecological boundary, might affect the position of actors differently (Walker, 2009, p. 25). 
Underlying many political ecology articles about scalar politics is a normative concern for ‘the losers’ 
of an intervention (Forsyth, 2003; Swyngedouw & Heynen, 2003). 
 
So, what is meant with scalar politics? Some definitions: According to Swyngedouw and Heynen 
(2003), it is: “The continuous reorganisation of spatial scales is an integral part of social strategies to 
combat and defend control over limited sources and/or a struggle for empowerment.” (idem, p. 912-
913).  Brenner (2000, p. 374) describes politics of scale as ‘the political struggles within spatial scalar 
hierarchies that are oriented toward the reorganization, reconfiguration and even transcendence of 
existing scales (Warner, Wester, & Hoogesteger, 2014)’. Mackinnon (2010) prefers to speak about 
‘scalar politics’ instead of politics of scale because: “Scale itself is not necessarily the prime object of 
contestation between social actors, but rather an instrument for achieving desired outcomes….” 
(Mackinnon, 2010, p. 21).  
 
In this thesis, scalar politics refers to how choosing to (re)create social institutions at a particular 
scale of governance is part of broader political processes. The MBSDMP planning scale can 
(unintentionally) influence the rules of the game and/or be used as an active instrument to win that 
game.  
 

Using ecological planning boundaries  
In the last decades, the holistic- or integrated water management have become popular concepts to 
cope with the interrelatedness- and complexities of socio-ecological systems (Barham, 2001; Wester, 
2008; Woodhouse & Muller, 2017). Likewise, the MBSDMP documents mention integrated water 
management. Also, the scope of the MBSDMP was delineated by the planning team as the entire 
watershed of Manila Bay. Nevertheless, most emphasis was put on the bay itself and its immediate 
coastline (NEDA et al., 2018).  
This part will provide some background information on the trend of holistic governance. 
Furthermore, some opportunities and risks identified in scientific literature that arise from governing 
at the watershed scale are presented.   
 
To start with the benefits, Braham (2001) discusses how ecological boundaries are increasingly used 
as practical boundaries for land use planning. The new scale requires the establishment of new social 
institutions: boards, committees, planning groups, and/or other forms of interaction that cross 
earlier established administrative boundaries. Inspired by the rise of ecological thinking, governing 
from the watershed scale promises more coherent and holistic approaches, ‘transforming problem-
solving paradigms based on isolated issues and technical solutions into a search for solutions to 
necessarily interrelated problems.’ (idem, p. 190).  
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Watershed rule  
Identified risks of the introduction of the watershed scale mostly have to do with how public 
participation/political voice is-  or can be organized at the watershed level (Behagel & Turnhout, 
2011; Roth, Vink, Warner, & Winnubst, 2017; Van Cauwenbergh, Ballester Ciuró, Francés Herrera, & 
Ahlers, 2018). Wester and Warner (2002, p. 61): ‘The assumptions on scale, boundaries, appropriate 
institutions and procedures underlying [integrated water management] are, however, not as self-
evident as they seem. […] The dominant water discourses behind trends such as holistic 
management, IWRM, and participation work to depoliticise important issues of scale and voice’ (in 
cite: Cohen & Bakker, 2014, p. 139).  
Moreover, Barham (2001) points to the risk of closing hard-fought political space for citizen 
representation in historically developed institutions by re-arranging administrative boundaries 
around ‘watersheds’ on a higher scale. Planning on a higher-level could potentially do just that. At 
last, Warner et al. (2014) write how integrated management can add to further/re-establishment of 
the national governments’ power position and can lead to centralization of power – away from 
decentralized government units.  
 

Eco-scalar fix  
Braham (2001) also shows that ecological imperatives matching the ecological boundaries are often 
used to justify far-reaching policy interventions. Connecting the ecological imperative to the wider 
economic system, Cohen and Bakker (2014) show that the rescaling of environmental governance is 
often framed as a progressive solution to environmental challenges. However, ‘it can reconfigure 
power structures and prioritize some resource users over others in ways that can entrench, rather 
than resolve, the crises it was designed to address.’(Cohen & Bakker, 2014, p. 129). Moreover, the 
proposed solutions might actually reinforce patterns that caused the problems the rescaling was 
supposed to fix. Solutions proposed to ‘ecological’ crises such as water scarcities, energy shortages, 
and flood risks often reflect the interests of powerful political, economic, professional, and 
institutional groups (Boelens, Shah, & Bruins, 2019, p. 416). 

 

Balancing risks and benefits  
Whether planning for ecological boundaries such as that of ‘Manila Bay’ reaps more benefits- or 
risks, depends on how exactly the ‘integrative’ planning process is conducted. As Braham (2001) 
argues, it is about how new social institutions are built to enable the multi-stakeholder and 
participative requirement of integrative planning.4 Building new social institutions at the watershed 
level requires ‘careful attention to political avenues for citizen involvement and representation. 
(idem, p. 190). There is a risk of moving too fast in planning processes or trying to create entirely new 
social institutions from scratch, could result in watershed rule: a non-democratic, authoritarian, and 
exclusionary processes.  

                                                             
4 “Is such a change positive or negative? The answer is probably, “Both”. The process of constructing new 
patterns of social interaction – opens doors of possibility in both directions. The ultimate outcome may depend 
on how well we understand what is at stake in the choices that confront us. … we need to explore positives and 
negatives with a clear view to the fact that social institutions are rarely, if ever, neutral.” (Barham, 2001, p. 
187) 
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A higher governance level adds requirements to the practical organization of participation such as 
aggregation and structures of representation. Also, from the perspective of the users it reinforces 
polycentrism5 by creating yet another scale and centre of power to which they can relate. 
‘Watershed thinking can be an opportunity to strengthen our ability to work together, or it can 
represent the imposition of new authority’ (Barham, 2001, p. 190). Monitoring and reflexivity are key 
to understand whether planning using ecological boundaries increases options to influence public 
policy or restrains options of public participation.  
 

2.5 Environmental Justice  
 
In line with grounded theory, the relevance of the theoretical lens of environmental justice came into 
view only after interviews with people from the coastal communities in Navotas. Respondents 
expressed that they are experiencing injustices. Injustices in terms of decreased access to the bay, 
arbitrary and unequal distribution of land rights, overall degradation of the ecosystem, and most 
importantly: the uncertainties they face due to lack of knowledge of development plans and policies. 
People don’t know if they will be able to make a living along the coastline or allowed to stay in their 
communities.  
 

Justice: context-specific  
Boelens and Zwarteveen (2014, p. 147) and Joy et al. (2014) stress that justice research needs to be 
anchored in how injustices are actually experienced and expressed. Using ethnographic methods and 
grounded theory, this thesis builds upon how people ‘on the ground’ talk about the injustices related 
to Manila Bay and coastal development. Justice issues have different characteristics in different 
locations, as they are constituted by the particular social context. Zwarteveen and Boelens (2014) 
argue that homogeneous concepts of justice, ‘based on abstract, universal criteria tend to poorly 
correspond (and respond) to the experiences of and claims made by the non-equals: marginalized 
indigenous and peasant societies, for instance, or women (Zwarteveen & Boelens, 2014, p. 147)“  
 

Environmental justice and scalar politics  
People intuitively give moral priority to the grievances occurring geographically- or emotionally 
closest to them (Schlosberg, 2004). Planners are just humans and national public debates often 
revolve around sentiments and moral intuitions. However, moral intuitions, feelings, and subjective 
experiences of injustice stand in uneasy contrast with the ideals of the modernist-scientific project. 
The idea of individual moral emotions and unique equally worth human beings and of modern 
science have their roots in the same wave of 18th century Enlightment (Taylor 1997), but modernist 
science is characterized by its need to ‘be ‘objective’, to keep a distance, and to avoid emotional 

                                                             
5 Polycentrism: “Many centres of authority and control over water management, […] each with considerable 
sovereignty in making and enforcing rules for their specific sphere and scale of operation in diverse ways and 
under unequal power conditions. ‘[…] ‘the notion that powers, information and decisions are distributed, 
diverse and differently scaled calls forth the question how, why and by whom the river basin scale is framed as 
the ‘natural’ and ‘logical’ unit for managing water resources. And how and by whom these same notions of 
scale are contested and challenged.” (Warner et al., 2014, p. 473). Self-exclusion occurs if actors the scale does 
not match their perceived interests; or if they do not perceive the arena/planning process holds enough power 
to meaningfully impact the development of their surroundings (Warner et al., 2014, p. 473). 
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contacts with the common people’ (Boelens et al., 2019, p. 27). Boelens et al. (2019, p. 27) state that 
the desire to stay away from individual moral emotions keeps hydrologists, policy-makers, and 
consultants from feeling ‘what is actually happening, or from imagining what could happen in the 
hydro-territorial realities in which they are intervening.’ As Gunter Anders (1980) remarked, ‘the 
larger the distance, the proportionally smaller our capacity to imagine, and the less our actions are 
restrained.’ (Anders, 1980, p. 15).  
 
The relation between distance and environmental justice is relevant from a perspective of scalar 
politics, as the higher the scale of governance (or the further away the expert institutions/funding 
agencies), the lesser the confrontation with the effects of far-reaching decisions ‘on the ground’ 
(Boelens et al., 2019). The other way around, it might help to ‘zoom-in’ to environmental injustices as 
experienced in Navotas by the organisation of sound participation. Recognition of peoples’ concerns 
by re-telling their stories, can help to bring the grievances of distant others closer and even change 
their perspectives, soften edges of policy plans (Innes, 2004), or start a process Gadamer called a 
fusion of horizons (Taylor, 1997).6 
However, zooming-in to one stakeholder group or local situation can also skew the representation of 
an issue. The objection can be made that zooming- in could give ‘disproportionate’ attention to one 
particular case injustice; when perceived from the general interest or larger scale. So: where do 
people to choose to zoom-in? And why? Furthermore, even when questions of justice are clearly in 
view of the planners, people more often than not disagree about what is ‘just’ in a given situation.  
 

Jumping scales  
Different perceptions on ‘what is just’ have existed as long as humanity exists and will not disappear. 
What is interesting though, is how this is related to the scale of governance, to scalar politics. 
Because: ‘…naming, defining and understanding water (in)justice is intrinsically scale-sensitive, with 
judgements of whether a situation is just or not changing with the units of time and place used. 
Appreciating the fairness […] critically depends on how the boundaries of the command area of the 
system are drawn.’  (Zwarteveen & Boelens, 2014, p. 151). They argue that’ ‘jumping’ scales is used 
as an effective strategy to make injustices disappear. Zwarteveen and Boelens (2014) describe 
examples of injustices experienced by peasant communities being framed as minor ‘by governments 
and the general public when measured against the financial contributions [of a particular sector] to 
national [economic] development.” (ibid).  
 
From the perspective of the entire bay, interests of the large port complex, developers, or foreign 
investors might be perceived as more important for the overall (economic) development of Manila, 
and the Philippines at large. Moreover, mainstream perspectives on development tend to prioritize 

                                                             
6 “What has to happen is what Gadamer has called a “fusion of horizons.” We learn to move in a broader 
horizon, within which what we have formerly taken for granted as the background to valuation can be situated 
as one possibility alongside the different background of the formerly unfamiliar culture. The “fusion of 
horizons” operates through our developing new vocabularies of comparison, by means of which we can 
articulate these contrasts. So that if and when we ultimately find substantive support for our initial 
presumption, it is on the basis of an understanding of what constitutes worth that we couldn’t possibly have 
had at the beginning. We have reached the judgment partly through transforming our standards.” […] a fused 
horizon of standards, as we have seen; they suppose that we have been transformed by the study of the other, 
so that we are not simply judging by our original familiar standards.” (Taylor 1997, p. 67 - 68) 
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national economic development or large beneficiaries to the GDP (Gupta & Vegelin, 2016). 7 Jumping 
scales,  issues of justice experienced by a smaller group can become lost in the calculus of aggregated 
planning. Seen as collateral damage, justified by the gains on a larger scale. Or damages are 
externalized to other geographic areas or user-groups.  
 
The higher the scale, the easier the mind seems to leap to a calculative utilitarian perspective of 
justice. Utilitarian’s guide their policy decision-making by searching for what reaps the most benefits 
for the greatest group of people. People following an egalitarian perception of justice, depart from a 
concern for these ‘most vulnerable’ or the least advantaged, and how measures or policy plans affect 
them. A high-level planning process and its scope seem to make a better fit with utilitarian ways of 
decision-making. Whereas egalitarian-planners, would want to focus more in the local outliers. 
Notably, the utilitarian perspective has a strong presence in Dutch water management (Kaufmann, 
Priest, & Leroy, 2018). 
 

Operationalizing environmental justice: a four-dimensional framework  
These general remarks about justice are however too abstract to help describe the injustices as 
experienced by the people in Navotas. Empirical environmental justice researchers and activists have 
built on the theoretical work of amongst others Young (1997; 2000) and Fraser (2005; 2003) and 
combined these insights with the context-specific nature of environment/water justice issues 
(Schlosberg, 2004; Zwarteveen & Boelens, 2014).  
 
Schlosberg (2004, p. 517), following Fraser (2005)8,  proposes a three-fold understanding of 
environmental justice:  
(1) equity in the distribution of environmental risks and benefits,  
(2) recognition of the diversity of the participants and experiences in affected communities, and  
(3) participation in the political processes which create and manage environmental policy. In one 
catchy sentence that would be: “While equity is discussed, recognition is demanded, and 
participation in policymaking is sought.” (Schlosberg, 2007, p. 72).  
Boelens and Zwarteveen (2014) add for water justice an additional fourth dimension of: 
(4) ecological integrity: small-scale fishers depended on the ecological integrity of the bay for their 
livelihood and if ensured, the sustainability of forms of living for future generations is also ensured.  
 
A summary of this four-fold contextual conceptualization of water (in this thesis environmental) 
justice is provided by Boelens & Zwarteveen (2014):  
 

“Drawing on wider (environmental) justice approaches, informed by interdisciplinary 
ontologies that define water as simultaneously natural (material) and social, and based on an 

                                                             
7 In the 1950’s, development was perceived as a ‘largescale, top-down, techno-centric pursuit of economic 
growth through the intensive exploitation of natural resources, that commonly disregarded alternative 
knowledge systems, development trajectories and human suffering.’ (Boelens et al., 2019, p. 416) Since then, 
visions of development have evolved, but reminiscent of their origin remain visible. Economic growth is still the 
chief priority of the most influential development paradigms and policies (Gupta & Vegelin, 2016). 
8 Fraser (2005, p. 73) ‘theorists of justice must become three-dimensional, incorporating the political 
dimension of representation alongside the economic dimension of distribution and the cultural dimension of 
recognition.’ 
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explicit acceptance of water problems as always contested, the article posits that water 
justice is embedded and specific to historical and socio-cultural contexts. Water justice 
includes but transcends questions of [1] distribution to include those of [2] cultural 
recognition and  [3] political participation, and it is intimately linked to [4] the integrity of 
ecosystems”’ (Zwarteveen & Boelens, 2014, p. 143) 

 
This framework will be used in this thesis, as it covers the broad range of differing but related 
injustices. The broader research lenses, the shallower the depth. Still, there is merit in trying to 
sketch a comprehensive picture of the environmental injustices encountered in the field. Most 
importantly, it matches with how people in the coastal communities express their concerns. The next 
sections explain the operationalization of the framework in these four dimensions. 
 

Environmental justice: distribution  
The first dimension is the best known and often receives most attention: the distribution of 
resources (money, land rights, etc.). Class-struggles and economic inequalities are the primary focus. 
Zwarteveen (2015, p.12) uses for the distributional dimension a broad conceptualization and speaks 
not only of the resource [water], but also of rights, risks, responsibilities, benefits and incomes.  
 
For this research the ‘scarce’ elements to be distributed are related to space to live for urban poor. 
Another example is that the small-scale fisherfolk risk losing access to the bay, and proposed 
compensation schemes – if followed through correctly – might not be enough to make-up for losses 
from deprived income. An example of environmental risks is the fact that these coastal communities 
live in/near hazardous waters due to pollution. Moreover, the construction of a landfill in Navotas 
has recently aggravated these environmental risks.  
 
On a more structural level, distributive (environmental) justice also deals with patterns of uneven 
development (Heijmans, 2001; Hewitt, 1983). Distribution of environmental risks and benefits 
happens in a context of rapid urbanization and industrialization, in which Metro Manila develops in a 
way that has created a large group of urban poor that struggle to make a daily living (Bankoff, 1999; 
Harvey, 1993; Murakami et al., 2005). Root causes to consider are the high inequality rates and 
existence of such a large group of ‘Informal Settler Families’ in the first place, people with a 
precarious position in an increasingly competitive labour market (Coates, 2018a; Heijmans, 2001; 
Honneth & Fraser, 2003).  
 

Environmental justice: recognition  
The focus on distributions does not tell the whole story of the injustices experienced in Navotas. 
According to Young (1997), the focus on economic inequalities neglects the question why some get 
more than others, and how underlying many unequal distributions are cultural dynamics. The rise of 
attention to cultural dynamics added to the economic/egalitarian focus the call for a politics of 
recognition, in order to decrease inequalities by also taking into account stereotypes, negative 
stigma, and issues of race and social-exclusion (Honneth & Fraser, 2003).  
 
In line with the grounded theory approach, the focus on environmental justice became part of the 
research project only halfway of the field research, as I encountered the strong negative stigma 
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against Informal Settler Families (urban poor) influencing the planning process. It became clear to me 
that the recognition dimension was critical to understand the difficulties the urban poor in Navotas 
face. Young stressed that the social, cultural, and institutional conditions underlying unequal 
distributions are crucial to understand how inequalities in distributions come to be – and can be 
resolved. ‘More specifically, a lack of recognition matters as it can be related to decline of a persons’ 
(effective) participation in the political and institutional order.’ (Schlosberg, 2004, p. 518). 9  
 

Misrecognition: negative stigma  
Fraser (2005, p. 73) argued that people ‘can be prevented from interacting on terms of parity by 
institutionalized hierarchies of cultural value that deny them the requisite standing; in that case they 
suffer from status inequality, or misrecognition’. Social-cultural status is dialectically related with 
class-structure, and Fraser (2005) argues that economic injustices cannot be separated from cultural 
injustices (social hierarchy, privileges, negative stigma, or stereotypes).   
 
Taylor (1997), Honneth & Fraser (2003), and Rawls (1993), all mention the psychological distress 
caused by misrecognition. Basing their arguments in a Hegelian view on humans as dialogical beings, 
they explain how insults, devaluations, or the lack of respect for individuals or groups has far-
reaching effects on their position in society; and in their position to influence policies- and how that 
society develops. Rawls (1993) describes how recognition and mutual respect are necessary 
conditions for reciprocal human cooperation. Taylor (1997) developed the thesis that ‘our identity is 
partly shaped by recognition or its absence, often by the misrecognition of others, and so a person or 
group of people can suffer real damage, real distortion, if the people or society around them mirror 
back to them a confining or demeaning or contemptible picture of themselves. Nonrecognition or 
misrecognition can inflict harm, can be a form of oppression, imprisoning someone in a false, 
distorted, and reduced mode of being. […. ] They have internalized a picture of their own inferiority, 
so that even when some of the objective obstacles to their advancement fall away, they may be 
incapable of taking advantage of the new opportunities.’ (idem, p. 25).10  
 

Misrecognition: alternative paths of development  
Another way recognition is important, lies in the (mis)recognition of alternative modes of 
development. Environmental justice movements often depict themselves as standing outside the 
cultural mainstream, as they advocate against mainstream modes of economic development 
(Achterhuis, Boelens, & Zwarteveen, 2010; Boelens, Getches, & Guevara-Gil, 2010). The basic 
argument of environmental justice movements is that a ‘way of life’ is being lost. (Schlosberg 2004, 
p. 526). ‘At issue is the preservation of a way of life that relates to nature in a particular way. It is 
self-determination that is most often raised here.’ (idem, p. 529). Subsequently, losing a way of life is 
not only about economic inequality, but also about recognition.  

                                                             
9 Recognition is key here, as Young contends that a lack of recognition, demonstrated by various forms of 
insults, degradation, and devaluation at both the individual and cultural level, inflicts damage to both 
oppressed communities and the image of those communities in the larger cultural and political realms. The lack 
of recognition, in this view, is an injustice not only because it constrains people and does them harm, but also 
because it is the foundation for distributive injustice.” (Schlosberg, 2004, p. 519) 
10 “This point has been made in relation to indigenous and colonized people in general. It is held that since 
1492 Europeans have projected an image of such people as somehow inferior, “uncivilized,” and through the 
force of conquest have often been able to impose this image on the conquered” (Taylor, 1997, p. 26). 
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Part of the environmental justice issues along the coastline of Manila Bay is the endangerment of the 
resource based life-style of small-scale fisherfolk. These kinds of livelihood are generally depicted as 
‘backwards’ in mainstream development discourses gearing towards further industrialization 
(Schlosberg, 2004). Yet, ‘Whenever the biophysical conditions of a place are threatened, 
undermined, or radically transformed [for example through land reclamation projects], we see these 
changes as attacks on our identity and personal integrity’ (in cite Peña 1999; Schlosberg, 2004, p. 
525).   
 

Addressing misrecognition  
Schlosberg (2004, p. 519) states that all too often equal recognition is assumed during participation 
processes. ‘The key is not to assume recognition, but to address it.’ (ibid). Differences in recognition, 
visible in negative stereotypes or devaluation of certain options, can explain why certain policy 
options are favoured over others – and how patterns of unequal development might be sustained 
through culturally based inequalities. Central to demands of environmental justice activists is often 
an equal place at the decision-making table. They hope to attain this goal by calling for procedures 
that support active community participation, recognize community knowledge, institutionalize public 
participation etc. According to Schlosberg (2005, p. 523) ‘the demand for this type of authentic, 
community-based participation comes out of the experience of disenfranchisement, a result of mis- 
or mal-recognition.’ This demand for various forms of ‘participation’ relates to the next dimension of 
environmental justice: participation or sound representation.  
 

Environmental justice: participation  
Boelens & Zwarteveen (2014, p. 153) describe the dimension of representational justice as: ‘the issue 
of political participation in control and decision making, of sharing in water authority’. For Fraser 
(2005), the most general meaning of (social) justice is parity of participation. A more just world 
requires social arrangements that permit all to participate as peers in social life. Hence, ‘overcoming 
injustices means dismantling institutionalized obstacles that prevent some people from participating 
on a par with others, as full partners in social interaction’ (Fraser, 2005, p. 73). Both economic 
(distribution dimension) and cultural (recognition dimension) obstacles have to be overcome – to 
reach the ideal parity of participation.11 However, additionally, room needs to be created for actors 
to participate in the negotiation process of policy-making, or politics in general. Participation in 
policy-making depends, especially in the higher scales of governance, on sound systems of 
representation.  
 
Fraser speaks of misrepresentation if decision-rules or political boundaries function to deny some 
actors the possibility to participate on par. The first is related to ‘ordinary’ political mis-
representation: the rules of the game determine who are considered to be suitable representatives, 
a way for biases to creep into systems of representation. Secondly, the chosen stage for the political 
game about issues of distribution and recognition matters (Fraser 2005, p. 75). Because the chosen 

                                                             
11 Fraser’s (2005) famous catchphrase is: no redistribution or recognition without representation.  
“Those who suffer from misrepresentation are vulnerable to injustices of status and class. Lacking political 
voice, they are unable to articulate and defend their interests with respect to distribution and recognition, 
which in turn exacerbates their misrepresentation.” (idem, p. 79). 
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scale of governance influences the aggregation level at which representatives take part in the 
political game.  
 
The issue of representation relates to scalar politics, as the higher the aggregation level of those to 
be included puts more pressure on the quality of the organization of representation. According to 
Gaventa and Cornwall (2001) an element of participation that requires study is how representation is 
organized. For pragmatic reasons (time, man-hours, available facilitators, span of the area) voices of 
some are to be represented by others; often excluding the less-powerful voices within ‘the 
community’ (idem, p. 277). In addition, higher aggregation levels require commensuration. Boelens 
et al. (2019) warn that commensuration inherently backgrounds how justice struggles are 
contextually embedded in circumstantial power relations, particular cultures, and local histories.  
Most relevant for this research on participation in the MBSDMP, is who is invited to participate, and 
what types of representation and aggregation are subsequently required. Representative systems of 
institutionalized participation procedures will in practice, never result in 100% representational 
justice. However, it can be seen as continuous work, room for improvement in social cooperation. It 
takes time to develop systems of representation that reflect the diversity of interests and identities 
present in the area within the scope of the governing entity or policy plan (Barham, 2001). In a 
different manner, however flawed, ‘better’ participation in policy-making is still one of the possible 
avenues to address the multiple ways in which environmental justice concerns appear. 
 

Environmental justice: ecological integrity  
From a non-anthropocentric perspective, the needs of ecosystems are part of environmental justice 
as nature is valuable in itself and has the right to not be exploited. From an anthropocentric 
perspective, people are dependent upon ecosystem services. Most sharply explained by the 
realization that ‘fisherfolk depend on fish.’ Zwarteveen & Boelens (2014, p. 147) described the need 
to include a fourth dimension of socio-ecological justice, as ‘the life-securing and life-threatening 
nature of the resource [water], its embeddedness in delicate and dynamically shaped socio-natural 
environments, and the need to sustain livelihood security for current as well as future generations.’ 
(ibid). Examples are hazardous pollution, removal of mangroves lowering flood security, decline in 
fish-stocks threatening fishing as a form of livelihood, etc. Socio-ecological justice is often mentioned 
together with calls for sustainability: the need to hand over ecosystems and their functions to future 
generations. Measures for sustainability are often justified by referring to inter-generational justice 
(Beckman & Page, 2008).  
 
Big-but-often-empty container words such as participation, integrated water management, and 
working on sustainability for future generations are prominently used in communication about the 
MBSDMP. The last part of this theoretical framework will provide vocabulary to be describe the 
workings of such nirvana concepts.  
 

2.6 Nirvana concepts  
Molle (2008, p. 132) describes nirvana concepts as “concepts that embody an ideal image  
image of what the world should tend to.’ They represent a vision of a “horizon that individuals and 
societies should strive to reach”. Although, just as with nirvana, the likelihood that we may reach 
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them is admittedly low, the mere possibility of achieving them and the sense of ‘progress’ attached 
to any shift in their direction suffice to make them an attractive and useful focal point.”  
They are ‘attractive yet woolly consensual concepts (idem, p. 133). “Nobody is against Nirvana” 
(ibid). Examples are: sustainability, resilience, participatory governance, multi-stakeholder 
participation, integrated water resources management, and adaptive water management.  
 
Exactly because of vague and broad definitions, actors with competing interests and world views can 
rally behind them. This has an important function in social cooperation; but does not necessarily also 
resolve conflicts. Rather, conflicts are to be resolved in the process of implementation or realization 
and thus specification of these concepts.  
Molle (2008) describes that a Nirvana concept can become a boundary concept if it functions as ‘a 
collective construct that offers a common ground for stakeholders to engage with each other’ (idem, 
p.136).  A boundary concept is a concept that different actors use and remould according to their 
own practice, interest, and discourses (Cash et al., 2002; Conca, 2006; Francois Molle, 2008, p. 136). 
According to (Mosse, 2004, 2011): ‘conceptually vague and anti-political policy discourse is required 
to conceal ideological differences, to allow compromise and the enrolment of different interests, 
build coalitions, to distribute agency and to multiply criteria of success within project systems.’ (In 
cite: Mosse 2004; Büscher, 2009). In the planning process, existing conflicts between ‘people, planet, 
and profit’ in the watershed can be (usefully) concealed by depoliticized participatory or integrative 
project language (Molle, 2008). Nirvana concepts tend to ‘ (a) obscure the political nature of natural 
resources management and (b) are easily hijacked by groups seeking to legitimize their own 
agenda’s’ (Wester & Warner, 2002). Yet, when functioning as a boundary concept in practice, they 
may also re-introduce questions of politics and justice ‘by the back door’ – and thus actually attend 
to the political nature of water management (Molle, 2008).  For example, I have observed actors 
negotiating on how participation should look like in the MBSDPM. 
 

Participation  
Participation’ is an example of a nirvana or boundary concept: it can mean almost everything to 
anyone. Usually, multiple interpretations of participation co-exist (and are in conflict) within one 
integrated water management process (Cornwall, 2008). Integrated Water Resources Management 
(IWRM), strategic delta planning, Adaptive Water Management (AWM), watershed planning, all 
these nirvana concepts are theoretically based upon sound participation (Woodhouse & Muller, 
2017). Furthermore, in the MBSDMP official communications participation has a key role; as well as 
in the Dutch Delta Approach as communicated at large (Boomsma et al., 2015; Minkman & Buuren, 
2018). During the fieldwork period negotiations about the role of participation in the MBSDMP 
planning process were ongoing and not yet stabilized.  
 
As ‘participation’ is such a boundary concept, mis-communications about the type of participation 
enforced and the kind of legitimacy this grants to the planning process can easily arise between 
actors. Including actors that are part of the planning process; but also, those outside the planning 
process such as the community members in Navotas or for example the Dutch government that 
provides part of the funding for the MBSDMP planning process. Cohen and Uphoff (1980) argue for 
‘clarity through specificity’, because vagueness about what participation means might help the 
promise of participation gain purchase (Cornwall, 2008, p. 269). Clarity can only be reached by 
thoroughly studying the specifics the role of participation in the planning context.  
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Cornwall (2008) describes different dimensions of the participation process to be studied:  
(1) The intentions or motives for creating the invited space (also tied to the goal of the MBSDMP 
planning process in itself, it’s scope, and how people envision the role of participation in it).  
(2) The approach, how participation is ideally organized and how this fits the intentions.  
(3) The de-facto organization of participation, consisting of events, activities, invitations, time-lines, 
resources, …  
(4). Last, but most importantly, it should be noted that the context of the planning process is crucial 
to understand how it is organized, and what its intended and un-intended effects could be.12  
 
This focus on context matches well with the actor-oriented approach. Because: ‘Participation as 
praxis is, after all, rarely a seamless process; rather it constitutes a terrain of contestation, in which 
relations of power between different actors, each with their own ‘projects’, shape and reshape the 
boundaries of action.’ (Cornwall, 2008, p. 276). Hence, participation is to be studied as a political 
process – rather than as a management technique.  
 

For whose benefit?  
In ‘unpacking participation’, Cornwall (2008) explains how it is vital to pay closer attention to who is 
participating, in what, and for whose benefit. Crucial to note, is that participation in the MBSDMP is 
an example of ‘invited participation’ or of a top-down invited space by more powerful actors. Top-
down invitation is to be differentiated from un-invited modes of participation such as civil unrest, 
demonstration, and advocacy (Gaventa, 2006).  
Gaventa does however stress the opportunities of invited participation as it creates new spaces in 
which people with less power can influence the decision-making process (Gaventa, 2006., p. 77). 
Similarly, Innes (2004) argues that the aim of deliberative methods is rarely to redistribute power, 
but that participatory processes can still help to change minds and perceptions and soften sharp 
edges of plans despite these power differentials. 
 
On the other hand, invited spaces of participation also run the risk of creating an ‘illusion of 
inclusion’ and attributing false legitimacy to a planning process and its outcomes. Gaventa (1993) 
uses the illusion of inclusion to describe that moral authority is gained for decisions by referring to 
‘the people’ as its source; while it is actually still (partly) pre-determined from the outset (Behagel & 
Turnhout, 2011; Parkinson, 2006; Roth et al., 2017). ‘Participation without a change in power 
relations might just reinforce the status-quo, simply adding to the mobilization of bias the claim to a 
more “democratic” face’ (Gaventa, 1993, p. 75). At last, the increase of invited spaces for 
participation, can delegitimize un-invited spaces for participation. ‘The use of more traditional forms 
of exercising voice such as demonstrations, strikes and petitions has become less acceptable than 
seeking a seat at the consultation table’ (Cornwall, 2008, p. 282).   
 

                                                             
12 “When forms of participation are contextualized however, they become more ambiguous. Participation 
through information sharing, for example, might limit more active engagement, although it could be argued 
that transparency over certain kinds of information opens up the possibility of collective action in monitoring 
the consistency of rhetoric with practice. But keeping a flow of information going is in itself important, rather 
than being simply a ‘lesser’ form of participation.” (Gaventa 1993, p. 271) 
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Invited-participation, boundary concepts, and strategizing actors   
Individual actors actively strategize whether- and how to participate or join an invited space for 
participation (Cornwall 2008, p. 280). Under conditions of polycentrism, actors strategize 
participation in what platform will serve their interests best (Roth et al., 2017; Warner, 2007). 
Moreover, simply being involved is for many not enough. ‘People need to feel able to express 
themselves without fear of reprisals or the expectation of not being listened to or taken seriously’ 
(Cornwall, 2008, p. 278).  The latter might lead to active – strategic – self-exclusion of an invited 
space for participation. If people have been consulted umpteen times and seen nothing happen as a 
result, self-exclusion may be a pragmatic choice to avoid wasting time once again.’ (idem, p. 2018). 
 
All of the foregoing remarks can be read as theoretical warnings, derived from empirical observations 
elsewhere. They are not necessarily applicable to the MBSDMP case. Warner et al. (2014) emphasize 
the need to study what these nirvana concepts ‘do’ in practice in each specific planning context. Roth 
et al. (2017, p. 60) also emphasize the importance of the local context, and bring us back to the 
actor-oriented approach again: “What can be generalized, is that people, making use of their agency, 
will always weigh the benefits, burdens or possible pitfalls of their inclusion, the alternative options 
available to them, and their chances of influencing the process and its outcomes against their 
estimations of the prevailing relations of power”. (Cleaver, 1999; Long and Long, 1992; Roth et al., 
2017 p. 60). 
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Chapter 3. Research Approach 
 
3.1  Introduction: research set-up and choices  
 
This is a qualitative research project, aiming to develop an understanding of the messy practices in 
the initial strategizing stage (October 2018 – January 2019) of the Manila Bay Sustainable 
Development Master Plan (MBSDMP) planning process.  
The findings can translate to theory: to well-defined concepts that help to understand and describe 
the social phenomena encountered (Bryman, 2012). Possibly, this helps to understand comparable 
phenomena at other geographical locations or times, as strategic master planning processes are set 
in motion by Dutch actors in several continents. The objective of this research, and especially its 
focus on environmental justice, emerged in line with grounded theory only during presence in the 
field. However, this explorative and inductive research does not provide a tested hypothesis to back-
up universalized claims about the effects of master planning. Theory should be adjusted to match the 
peculiarities of other case studies (Flyvbjerg, 2006).  
 
This research cannot function as an evaluation of the MBSDMP or provide final conclusions about its 
character.13 Primarily because of the limited time-span of the fieldwork period, already ending while 
the MBSDMP planning process was still on-going. I have observed a highly volatile and dynamic 
planning process, that probably has changed significantly since the end of the fieldwork in January 
2019. Also, a master thesis is in the end merely an exercise of proficiency. The researcher, me, Lieke 
Brackel, a Dutch young International Land- and Water Management student, travelled to the 
Philippines in the footsteps of the Dutch water experts involved in the MBSDMP. Walking around in 
Metro Manila, living in Quezon City for three months, and literally moving between these different 
life worlds, helped to get a little bit more grip on the local context. A little bit more grip, because 
staying a year, or longer, would have led to a far better understanding of the local context.  
Still, these three months of field work have allowed for significantly more understanding of the local 
context, than would have been possible with a desk-study relying on skype-conversations and 
interpretations of others. Hence, conclusions could be drawn about the general relationships and 
dilemma’s between ecologically delineated, high-level and long-term planning and environmental 
justice for this case-study. The phenomena described in the following chapters, might prove a good 
starting point for conversation between the actors involved and/or add to initiatives trying to 
improve other strategic master planning processes. 
 
The objective of this chapter is to explain the choices made during the research process, to enable 
the reader to weigh the evidence presented in the following chapters. To do this, in §3.2 the 

                                                             
13 This thesis aims to ‘deconstruct complexity’, highlight every-day messiness of planning processes, and show 
the multiplicity of interpretations (Bryman, 2012). There is a risk for ethnographic accounts to be misread as 
(negative) evaluations of specific projects, persons handlings, or organizations; while actually all social 
processes are messy when examined that closely (Mosse, 2011). It should be noted that the aim and (scientific) 
value of this project lies in the insights that go beyond the evaluation of the MBSDMP project. The aim of the 
thesis is to showcase one example of planning for ecological boundaries, as part of a broader trends in water 
policy land. In order to gain further understanding of the impact of ecologically delineated, high-level, and long-
term planning on the position of less powerful actors.    
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delineation of the research focus is justified. Next, §3.3 and §3.4 describe the primary methods used: 
ethnography and semi-structured interviews. §3.5 describes the iterative data analysis processes, 
document analysis and usage of atlas.ti. §3.6 describes ethical considerations and how I have 
discussed these doubts with contacts in the field. At last, §3.7 discusses safety considerations and 
how these influenced the choices made during the research process.  
 

3.2  Research focus   
 
The large scope of the MBSDMP plan in terms of area and stakeholders makes it almost impossible to 
use the same scope for a scientific research project. Yet, exactly the tensions caused by the large 
scope were part of the reasons the MBSDMP was initiated in the first place. Thus, creative ways had 
to be sought to still grasp the impacts of planning on such a high-level.  
To ensure a certain depth and guard scientific feasibility, the choice was made to focus (1) on the 
barangay level of the City of Navotas and (2) on the level of the consultants conducting the Master-
planning. The tensions became visible by trying to connect these two levels and seeing how they 
mutually influence each other, and more importantly: where these levels are disconnected. As a 
consequence, intermittent layers of governing institutions (municipalities, provinces, network 
organizations, Water Quality Management Areas (WQMA’s), national level institutions) and regions 
outside of the National Capital Region were excluded. For each of these layers in the complex of 
multi-level governance, separate research projects could have been conducted considering the 
inevitable issues and tensions at the border of each new administrative level.  
 
The focus on the barangay level in Navotas can be justified by the point of departure of this research 
project: the perspective of the small-scale fisherfolk and urban poor.14 These people are usually least 
influential in policy processes, while they might have most at stake. They are literally living along the 
waters of Manila Bay and are dependent on its ecological integrity for their livelihoods. Also, the 
expectation has been raised that these groups and their interests would be included in the MBSDMP 
through a participatory process (Dulce, 2017; Nauta, 2018; OIDCI, Tractabel, Engie, UPLBPI, & 
Deltares, 2018; Stravens, 2018; Zwarteveen, 2018).  
 
More pragmatically, being embedded with ACCORD, a local disaster risk reduction NGO active in 
these areas, enabled access to the context of Navotas. Collaboration with ACCORD was a necessary 
precondition to meet small-scale fisherfolk and the urban poor living along the coastline of Manila 
Bay (Lewis & Russell, 2011). ACCORD is one of the implementing partners of CARE, which is part of 
Partners for Resilience (PfR), a collaboration between Red Cross, Wetlands International, CARE, and 
Cordaid. The PfR program is funded by the Dutch ministry of Foreign Affairs. Moreover, PfR is a 

                                                             
14 Of course, truly getting acquainted with the ‘life worlds’ of the people involved, especially of the small-scale 
fisherfolk and urban poor in Navotas, is not possible. It would be highly pretentious to say it was. Because of 
my identity as a foreign researcher, only present for a very short time, and because of the privileges my Dutch 
passport granted me, I cannot really learn the hardship these people face every day. I just listened to their 
stories and am retelling these stories in Chapter 4. The glimpse of their life world I did get, is still more than a 
paper document could provide.  
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matching partner15 of the Dutch Expert Team (DET), and one of their explicit roles is to help organize 
participation and ensure that ‘the voice of the most vulnerable’ is present in the MBSDMP plan. 
ACCORD has integrated risk management projects ongoing to improve anticipatory and 
comprehensive planning at the City and barangay level (ACCORD et al., 2012; CARE Nederland, 2017).  
 

3.3  Fieldwork setting   
 
Methods that match this explorative embedded case study, the actor-oriented approach and 
grounded theory are: ethnographic methods and several forms of interviewing (ranging from semi-
structured to unstructured and informal conversations) (Bryman, 2012; Flyvbjerg, 2006; Lewis & 
Russell, 2011). The strength of ethnography lies in its’ ability to provide a deeper understanding of 
the meaning of statements recorded and events observed (Long, 1998). A deeper understanding of 
the context of the actors, enables better interpretations of answers (not) given in formal interviews. 
In turn, this helps to understand the process, identify unanticipated influences, and generate new 
grounded theories. Using ethnographic methods, allowed for an open attitude and matched the 
messiness experienced on the ground, as Clay and Schaffer (1984, p. 192) put it: ‘The world of policy 
may be a chaos of purposes and accidents.’ 
 
Key for conducting fieldwork and negotiating access was taking time for relationship building, 
ensuring integrity and trustworthiness, and flexibility. The conditions for an embedded case-study 
could be created for the MBSDMP-level through contacts with the planning team. For Navotas, 
research access was possible by being embedded with ACCORD (Flyvbjerg, 2006; Lewis & Russell, 
2011). The specifics of the fieldwork settings at the two different levels is described below.  
 

The barangay level in Navotas  
In order to concretize the influence of abstract master planning on the ground, a connection was 
sought with tangible issues experienced in Navotas. Navotas is the youngest and smallest city of 
Metro Manila, home to the largest fisherfolk population, and thus called the fishing capital of the 
Philippines (PfR, 2017). Details of the context of Navotas are described in Chapter 4. The overt 
contestations about the construction of the dyke and uncertainty about space to live for urban poor, 
are exemplary for the environmental justice concerns small-scale fisherfolk and urban poor are 
experiencing along the coastline of Manila Bay (local sources). Due to the qualitative character of this 
research, the insights cannot directly be extrapolated to other regions. Nevertheless, they can still be 
used to inform new studies.  
 

ACCORD: access, translation, and interpretation  

ACCORD is a local disaster risk reduction NGO and present in the cities of Caloocan, Valenzuela, 
Malabon, and Navotas. They are present for over eight years already, since the start of the Partners 
for Resilience (PfR) program. The first phase of PfR focussed more on community development, and 
the second phase also includes capacity building of local government units (LGU’s). ACCORD 

                                                             
15 A matching partner is a cooperation agreement with closed wallets – the shared donor (The Dutch 
government / Embassy) assisted the realization of cooperation between these two projects that both received 
funding to help reach each other’s objectives.  
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organizes multi-stakeholder planning workshops for the development of contingency-, climate 
change-, and disaster risk reduction plans for four barangays and the Navotas City government. In 
the process, the Navotas Team has developed good relations with the inhabitants and a diverse 
range of stakeholders. ACCORD values diversity of participants and invites a wide range of Civil 
Society Organization (CSO) - representatives and community-leaders to their workshops. At the same 
time, ACCORD is active in national advocacy through the Disaster Risk Reduction Network (DRR-NET). 
ACCORD holds participatory planning workshops with the objective to make government plans at the 
barangay- and city level more participatory and integrated: not only focussing on disaster relief but 
also mitigating the origins of various disasters (CARE Nederland, 2017).  
 

Key events ACCORD 
Important events for introduction to contacts and (informal) interviews were a weekend-long 
contingency planning workshop in barangay Tangos South and the year-end gatherings in barangay 
Tangos North and Tanza Dos. During participatory planning workshops at the barangay level, I was 
introduced to a variety of stakeholders: barangay councillors, disaster risk reduction and 
management officers at the city- and barangay level, a city planning officer, members of multiple civil 
society organisations representing fisherfolk, women, elderly, youth, red cross members, middle 
school teachers, middle class vendors, etc. 
 
By simply being present full-days in Navotas, I could observe the surroundings and accompany 
ACCORD staff to their meetings. We met with barangay officials, the Disaster Risk Reduction and 
Management officer of Navotas, and payed visits to the evacuation centres. The Move-Up project 
commissioned by ECHO (European Civil Protection and Humanitarian Aid Operations) took up a large 
part of their resources and activities. The Move-Up project was non-MBSDMP related but showed 
me ACCORD’s activities in emergency response in times of typhoons and fires. Hundreds of families 
are living in tents after two fires and ACCORD is one of the parties providing relief goods and tents.  
 
Another key event for the research was the PfR donor visit to Navotas on November 22th, 2018. The 
Navotas team of ACCORD organized the visit, which included representatives from the Dutch 
Embassy, National Economic and Development Authority (NEDA), and Deltares. In the morning, a 
meeting was held with Local Government Unit’s (LGU’s) within the Manatuti River basin. In the 
afternoon, the group met with fisherfolk representatives. I have helped in the preparatory activities, 
accompanied the dry-run on November 19th, and was involved in the aftermath. 
 

Being embedded  
Although perhaps most instructive of being an embedded researcher at ACCORD was joining- and 
getting to know the team through multiple hour taxi rides in Manila’s congested streets, 
MacDonald’s breakfast meetings, and lunch sessions. The Navotas team of ACCORD helped to 
interpret what I observed in Navotas. For instance, the election posters, the gatherings on streets, 
the lines for the social security bureau, and the condition of the houses and boats. This was crucial to 
gain an understanding of the local context and learn how what was said in interviews related to the 
history of the people in Tangos South and Tanza Uno. They helped me to better understand issues 
interviewees are facing, and how this resonates with the wider social, political, ecological, and 
economic context of the Philippines. Furthermore, the Navotas team also helped with translation if 
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English did not suffice. English is widely spoken in the Philippines as it is the official government and 
formal education language. However, especially those with lower access to education such as the 
small-scale fisherfolk and urban poor do not speak English. It was of tremendous value that I could 
come to Navotas multiple times and stay for whole days to observe ACCORD workshops. This gave 
me the chance to get more acquainted with the people and for them to get used to my presence.   
 

The Master planning level  
The organizational structure of the MBSDMP contains a large number of parties (MBSDMP, 2018; 
Nauta, 2018). The Dutch embassy played a large role in promoting the Disaster Risk Reduction 
mission in 2015 and the instigation of the MBSDMP planning process (Dutch Expert Team, 2015). The 
National Economic and Development Authority (NEDA) is the commissioner of the MBSDMP. The 
MBSDMP planning team is led by the independent Dutch research institute Deltares. By contract, 
they do not only deliver the team lead, but are also responsible for the delivering of the finished 
masterplan in 2020. The activities of Deltares are complemented by a matching partner agreement 
with Vereniging Nederlandse Gemeenten (VNG) international, Partners for Resilience (PfR), PUM 
(Netherlands Senior Experts) and the Dutch NCEA (Netherlands Commission for Environmental 
Assessment). Together they are referred to in official communications as the Dutch Expert Team 
(DET). They collaborate with the Local Consultant Team (LCT), a consortium of three Philippine 
consultancy firms (Tractabel, OICDI, and ENGIE). The LCT stands in a direct contractual relation with 
NEDA and is responsible for the delivery of the intermediary products. The LCT also delivers the far 
greater share in term of man-hours of people working on the MBSDMP. Roughly, 75% of the costs of 
the MBSDMP are carried by NEDA, the other 25% comes from the Dutch government; the Philippine 
government covers 50% of the costs made by the Dutch Expert Team (international sources). 
 

Observing the MBSDMP planning process  
The planning process started in January 2018 and is planned to last until 2020. During the time of this 
field work the MBSDMP was still in the strategizing phase. This allowed for observation of multiple 
(informal) negotiations about the shape the MBSDMP was getting, and the role participation should 
take-up within the project. The Dutch team lead of Deltares allowed me to work- and stay in the 
office, and interview members of the DET and LCT. The MBSDMP office in Ortigas just opened in 
October 2018. I have interviewed persons responsible for organizing the participation of the 
MBSDMP, the technical input, and the drafting of the new institutional setting. I have felt welcomed 
to join their office-routine and lunches. The openness is greatly appreciated, as it otherwise would 
not have been possible to see a glimpse of what it is like to work on such a consultancy project as a 
‘Dutch water expert’.  
 

Key events MBSDMP 
Key events I was invited to have been the Third Technical Committee meeting of the MBSDMP on 
December 7th 2018, and the Manila Bay Coordination and Management Office (MBCMO) meeting on 
December 11th 2018. At the MBCMO meeting, all heads of the Mandamus agencies were present 
(DENR & Manila Bay Mandamus Agencies, 2017). The Mandamus agencies are the government 
unites deemed responsible for the degraded water quality in Manila Bay by court order, spear-
headed by DENR and the DENR-MBCMO. For further details see Chapter 5 (Republic of the 
Philippines - Supreme Court, 2011).  
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Initially, focus group discussions that are part of the stakeholder participation of the MBSDMP were 
planned to take place in January 2018. This second round of stakeholder sessions for the MBSDMP 
unfortunately was postponed. Nevertheless, interviews with organizers of the focus group 
discussions and people that had participated in earlier rounds could partly make up for the deficit.  
 

Ethnographic strategies  
During fieldwork in the Philippines, a key strategy became simply being around in offices and trying 
to ensure access at key events. Over time, I have developed a trust in the serendipity of field work 
(Copeland, 2017). Weeks of relationship building, negotiating access, getting to know the field, and 
preparatory interviews created the necessary conditions to meet the right people. Most important 
was a flexible and daring attitude, being able to recognize arising opportunities, and make quick 
decisions about priorities.  
The serendipitous nature of field work is best illustrated by the MBCMO meeting, where I was just 
invited at 22:00 the day before. At 05:30 a.m. I hopped into a taxi to travel to the other side of Metro 
Manila, unaware of the kind of meeting it was going to be, only to find out that this day, and the 
observation of Department of Environment and Natural Resources secretary Cimatu’s speech, would 
turn out to be a key moment in my research. Observation of this event with high-level Filipino policy 
officials, was formative both for this research focus’ and for my own personal development.  
 
The ethnographic information was as far as possible triangulated/verified by documents, web pages, 
key informants and/or other interviews. Sometimes transcription or even note-taking was avoided, 
when very (politically) sensitive topics were discussed. Lingering talks and rumours, crucial 
information in conflict-laden settings, were taken as complementary knowledge and informed the 
semi-structured interviews. In the descriptions in Chapter 4, 5 and 6, it is made explicit whether the 
information stems from informal talks or formal interviews (Hilhorst, Hodgson, Jansen, & Mena, 
2016; Lewis & Russell, 2011). Moreover, good note-taking is essential for ethnography, in order to 
carefully document fresh observations and secure data quality. During note keeping, I have 
separated observations and interpretations related to possible theoretical interferences and my 
personal feelings about the observations. Field notes were processed on the same day of gathering 
(Bryman, 2012).  
 
 

3.4  Interviewing  
 
The next parts (§3.4 and §3.5) will discuss the methods used to add to- and triangulate the 
information gathered through ethnographic methods. For instance, interviews with a more formal 
character, document analysis, and usage official public presentations of the MBSDMP planning team. 
Despite the choice for anonymization, in the next part, a description is provided of the type of people 
spoken to. In this way, the reader can achieve a better view of the positions and type of sources that 
were used to build the analysis’ presented in Chapter 4, Chapter 5 and Chapter 6.  
 
In total, 37 interviews have been conducted for this thesis research. 5 individuals were interviewed 
two times, at the beginning and at the end of the field work period. 2 interviews were conducted 
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with 2 individuals at the same time, one interview with 3 persons at the same time, and one 
interview with 5 persons at the same time.  
 

Description of interviewees   
In the Netherlands, 10 preparatory interviews were conducted with persons from Rijksdienst voor 
Ondernemend Nederland, IHE-Delft, Care Netherlands, Red Cross, Filippijnen Groep Nederland, Both 
ENDS, Deltares, the University of Amsterdam, and Wageningen University. Also, public events 
concerning the Dutch Delta Approach, such as presentations of the Delta Alliance and two 
presentations of the Dutch special envoy for water about the inclusive and collaborative approach 
were attended.  

 
In Metro Manila, 27 interviews were conducted, besides countless informal conversations and 
meetings. 16 of these interviewees gave permission for recording and transcription for personal 
usage of the researcher to ensure data quality. Due to the immense range of stakeholders it was 
impossible to speak to all affected- or influencing the MBSDMP planning process. By focusing on 
Navotas and the multiple interpretations present about the role of participation in the MBSDMP, a 
sub-set of actors could be selected to be interviewed. The selection was checked with key informants 
from ACCORD and Deltares, and throughout the research process advice of interviewees was sought 
to improve the selection. In general, I have chosen to ‘go back’ and do multiple interviews with the 
same persons to enhance the quality of the data. Ensuring sufficient depth in the answers was 
chosen over breadth in type of interviewees.  
 

Interviews about environmental justice concerns in Navotas   
For the barangay level in Navotas, I have interviewed representatives of barangays’ Tangos South 
and Tanza Uno. For example, elected council-members, a barangay secretary, a barangay health 
worker, and a barangay disaster risk reduction and management officer. Also, I have met 
representatives of the local Bfar (Bureau of fisheries and agriculture) organization and civil society 
organizations (CSO’s) such as: a women organization, elderly organization, youth organization, 
organization for disabled people, school teachers, and the local Red Cross.  
From the City of Navotas, interviews were held with the head of city planning and with the Navotas 
Disaster Risk Reduction and Management Officer. ACCORD’s Navotas Team provided translation in 
interaction with people holding a lower-proficiency of English. In all cases, time was taken to explain 
the research project and discuss the aim of the interview with help of the ACCORD employees. Of 
course, this dependency of the Navotas Team in terms of selection of interviewees and translation, 
has greatly influenced the sides of Navotas I have gotten to know, and thus the picture I was able to 
draw.  
 
To translate the findings in Navotas to the wider situation of fisherfolk and urban poor in Manila Bay, 
I have spoken with civil society organizations (CSO’s) active at the national level. These CSO’s are 
openly critical through (social) media outlets. If critical statements were also available in the public 
sphere online, these organizations were linked to the statements made directly and not disguised as 
‘local source’. The three civil society organizations interviewed were Kalikasan’s Peoples’ Network for 
the Environment, Pamalakaya, the national federation of small fisherfolk organizations in the 
Philippines, and Kadamay, the national alliance of Filipino urban poor.  
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Interviewees about MBSDMP planning process  
For the Master planning level, I have interviewed the team lead of the MBSDMP (2x), technical 
experts from Deltares (2x), a representative of the Dutch Government’s Rijksdienst voor 
Ondernemend Nederland (RVO), the economic officer (2x) and deputy head of mission of the Dutch 
embassy in the Philippines, PUM representative, and representatives of Partners for Resilience (Care 
Philippines, Care Netherlands, Cordaid, PfR country-level coordinator, and PfR coordinator from the 
Netherlands. From the Local Consultant Team, I have spoken with a public participation specialist 
and senior-member of the planning team. In my last week, I was also able to interview the five policy 
officers of the National Economic and Development Authority (NEDA; the commissioner of the 
MBSDMP), including the head of economic development and the NEDA policy officers also present at 
the November 22th PfR visit.   
 

Interview strategies  
Due to my special positionality at both the barangay and master planning level and the high-stakes 
involved in the MBSDMP planning process, it was extra important to conduct the semi-structured 
interviews using scientific standards of reproducibility, transparency, and systematicity.16 Crucial was 
the practice of recording and transcription, or if recording was not allowed, extensive note-taking 
and immediate (digital) processing. This thoroughness not only increased transparency and clarity for 
the informants, but also improved the usefulness- and quality of the data gathered.  
 
Interviews lasted between 30 minutes and 120 minutes, with a mean duration of 60 minutes. All 
interviews in the Philippines were conducted face-to-face at the office or familiar surroundings of the 
interviewee, to ensure their comfortability. Visiting people in their own neighbourhoods and office 
buildings allowed for additional observations. These observations greatly contributed to develop a 
comprehensive understanding of the perspectives of the interviewees’ and better interpretation of 
the answers (not) given in the interviews. The interview questions were prepared using interview 
guides. The interview guides were tested and improved/updated throughout the research process 
and with the help of key informants. Especially the Navotas team from ACCORD has helped with 
framing the questions to make them better suitable for interviews with inhabitants of the barangay.  
 

3.5  Data analysis  
 
The systematicity of the semi-structured interviews and practice of transcription was of great 
support for data analysis. Processing notes and listening back to recordings helped to focus on the 
details and ensure sound interpretation. All data is stored in a secure database and structured using 
a meta-data file. All notes and transcripts were uploaded to atlas.ti, a qualitative data processing 
program. Two-rounds of coding helped the analysis by connecting dots and showing emerging 

                                                             
16 The tensions within- and between organisations here – especially strong in the beginning of my field work 
period, but still lingering - led me to choose to combine ethnography with more ‘formal’ interviews with a 
recorder. To create explicit ‘on the record’ events, from which I can more easily quote and report, of course 
still being informed by the multiple informal conversations I have had. Also, records help me in ensuring that I 
have understood their perspective right; that I don’t change it in my memory or blow-up a storyline with my 
own fantasy of what a good thesis story could be.  



Zoom in, zoom out   MSc Thesis 

 
 

38 

dominant themes in the data. Also, thoroughness was ensured, as for instance, coding of all 
documents helped to not focus too quickly on key quotes and storylines but keep the nuances and 
deviants in the data in sight.  
 
Starting early with data analysis, helped to steer the iterative research process. During this iterative 
research process, a key driver behind the research question was a concern for spaces of 
participation, or abilities of people to influence policies and the development of their surroundings. 
All proposals and intermediate versions of this thesis have in common this search for the 
possibilities- and risks created by the MBSDMP for political avenues of participation of the least 
powerful groups.   
 

Document analysis  
Document analysis helped to triangulate findings and gain a deeper understanding of the context. 
Documents analysed were policy documents, legislation, project documents, newspaper articles, and 
social media outings of organizations. For example, the MBSDMP situation analysis, MBSDMP 
inception reports, public presentations about the MBSDMP, the DRR mission report 2015, Manatuti 
River Basin Literature review (Mancera et al., 2012), WQMA plan (WQMA, 2018), MBCMO plan 
(MBSCO, 2017), the Mandamus legislation (Republic of the Philippines - Supreme Court, 2011) and 
legislation regarding Disaster Risk Reduction (Congress of the Philippines, 2004, 2009, 2010, 2018; 
DENR & Manila Bay Mandamus Agencies, 2017; DRRNET, 2009), and the Navotas’ Comprehensive 
Development and Land Use Plan and the Local Climate Action Plan (City of Navotas, 2015; PfR, 2017) 
and the landscape risk assessments for Tangos South and Tanza Uno, conducted by the Navotas 
team.  
 
Local newspaper and magazine articles were analysed covering topics such as: land reclamation, 
Boracay rehabilitation, the DENR Manila Bay rehabilitation, and housing for urban poor. Moreover, 
social media outlets were followed to especially the Facebook posts of organisations such as 
Kalikasan, IBON foundation, and Pamalakaya were instructive to follow the heated local debate 
regarding land reclamations and the bay, which enflamed in January 2019.  
 

3.6  Positionality & Ethics  
 
This section will discuss ethical considerations touched upon earlier in this chapter more extensively 
and show how these considerations influenced the research choices made. Topics discussed are my 
position as an embedded researcher, how actors perceived my research project, safety concerns, 
communicating the results, and my position as a foreign Western researcher.   
 

A resource and a threat  
First of all, it should be noted that all conclusions and interpretations in this research can only be 
attributed to me, as a WUR student and cannot be linked to ACCORD or individuals I have worked 
with in the field on a frequent basis. Special care was taken to guard scientific integrity, while being 
embedded with ACCORD, the implementing partner of CARE/PfR. Being self-funded and having an 
independent thesis assignment, has allowed me to keep autonomy over the direction of the 
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research. Important aspects were balancing expectations with organizations and people encountered 
about my research project and explicitly discussing what could and would be the outcomes. 
 
As an International Land- and Water Management student from Wageningen University & Research 
(WUR) I have simultaneously been perceived by actors in the field as a potential resource and threat. 
A resource, as I could uncover information wanted- or help with my research in the task of organizing 
(better) participatory processes for the MBSDMP. On the other hand, my appearance as a 
‘researcher’ could also be- and sometimes was perceived as a threat.  
To some, ‘researching’ the MBSDMP in such an early stage of the planning processes seemed like a 
premature evaluation or monitoring exercise. Researchers are generally not welcomed when 
interests are high, and storylines about an intervention have not yet crystalized. The same was the 
case for this research. Suspicions of spying and treachery sound dramatic but are part of a social 
relationship where someone unknown enters the field. This was aggravated by the swift hopping 
between levels- and different organizations that do not always trust each other for interviews 
(Hilhorst et al., 2016). Taking time for relationship building, and providing extensive explanations of 
my aim and intentions, patience, openness, and humbleness were needed to mitigate initial distrust 
for the ‘researcher’, by organisations involved with the MBSDMP.  
 
Despite preparations in the Netherlands, the initial distrust encountered in the first week of 
fieldwork and general tensions between organizations, led me to ‘lay low’ for a while and take my 
time to observe- and get to know the players and their histories. Reading literature from the 
research in post-conflict settings course of Wageningen University & Research was helpful to better 
respond to people in the field with doubts about my intentions and/or research project (Hilhorst et 
al., 2016). I have tried to act based on values such as honesty, trustworthiness, patience, and 
humbleness during my field research period. Also, information on ethnographic anxiety and 
ethnographic seduction helped to improve my reflective skills of how people were interacting with 
me as a researcher (Robben, 1995; Wunder, 2014).  
 

Special attention for inhabitants of Navotas  
In general, discussing ethical considerations with ACCORD employees was a necessary precondition 
for good research conduct. The fisherfolk in Navotas expressed that they were tired of ‘consultations’ 
and westerners visiting to ‘hear their stories’; an issue present even before I came to the field myself. 
They voiced their concern of being just a ‘showcase’ for donor visits to ACCORD staff.  
Hence, I have carefully assessed for each interview the added value of gathering more primary data. 
In order to not unnecessarily take-up more of the time of the people in Navotas, I have sometimes 
decided to rather ask ACCORD employees or another informant, for example the national level civil 
society organisations, or build upon earlier thesis work conducted (Rijenga, 2018). I have also made 
sure, with help of ACCORD employees, that my intentions and what my research could (not) achieve 
was clear at the beginning of every interview.  Also, I have paid special attention to acting respectful 
and carefully in interaction with people experiencing distress. Distress for example caused by living in 
the evacuation centres, or by the pressures caused by the uncertainties around the development 
projects, and challenges related to living in an urban poor community. Also, I have explicitly asked 
feedback from the Navotas team on my interaction with the people to ensure I was being respectful.  
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Colonial history  
Walking around in Navotas, as a white 23-year old woman, I was consequently called ‘Americana’. 
Centuries of colonialism and oppression influences social interaction until this day. The areas of 
Navotas in which ACCORD is active, are part of the poorest neighbourhoods of Metro Manila. 
Drawing back on colonial times, after the Spanish, the Americans came to the Philippines to ‘bring 
civilization’ and installed numerous projects rearranging the government- and education system 
(Nadeau, 2008; Pritchard, 2012). One older man approached me during an office meeting in 
MacDonalds, and said: “Where have you been? You Americans used to give so many projects, but no 
more? Good that you are back again. But why have you left?”. (local source)  
 
This reflects the unequal relationship projecting on me the image of a ‘giver’ and ‘beneficiary’, that is 
extrapolated till this day. Children encountered on the streets only knew such white skin and weird 
blue eyes from movies; and projected onto this alien and interesting creature all associations 
accompanying those movies (rich, highly educated, …). There is a large number of NGO’s active in the 
Philippines, all backed by foreign (Western) donor money. The MBSDMP project, and the PfR project, 
both exist (also) because of Dutch donors. 
 
Aware of history and this unequal relationship, I have consequently made sure to make clear that I 
was ‘just’ a student, an ‘intern’ of ACCORD, and expressed how much I was learning from the 
ACCORD employees [which was true – I have learned more from them than they did from me, or I 
could ‘give’ them, for which I am very grateful]. I made sure not to come across as a potential 
beneficiary or donor visiting a project site. But most importantly, I have shared my doubts with the 
ACCORD team, and discussed with them the ethics of my presence considering these historical 
relations.  
 

Communicating results   
Arriving in Metro Manila, I encountered many tensions between parties at different levels – see § 
3.7. Interests behind projects are high, while multiple organizations have to balance raised 
expectations and rough implementation processes. As this thesis will become part of the public 
domain, I have chosen to anonymize the interviewees and not link citations to the people spoken to. 
Both out of safety concerns for the people involved, and to secure my own integrity as a researcher 
manoeuvring between these layers of tension (Hilhorst et al., 2016; Locke, 2008). For the same 
reason, some details about a project or person are omitted from this final report. However 
interesting detailed anthropological description of actor-oriented research can be, taking Hilhorst’ 
thesis (2002) as an example, securing anonymity becomes more difficult. More upfront consent 
would have been necessary in order to reveal details of my ethnographic inquiries.  
 
Although at some points the generic presentation of events might appear superficial, this more 
generic presentation was chosen out of ethical considerations. I do not want to harm organizations, 
people’s position within organizations, or their personal safety, for the development of a MSc thesis 
project. Therefore, as mentioned in the foreword, the generic (local source) is used for a Philippine 
national and (international source) for someone from the international NGO community and/or with 
the Dutch nationality. 
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Consultation with ACCORD about the final thesis document, conclusions drawn, and ways to report 
back to ensure safety is planned. Due to the sensitivities, I have decided to only draw- and 
communicate conclusions once back in the Netherlands. Where I would have had the chance to 
thoroughly examine my data and let all impressions sink in, in order to build a sound analysis. I have 
recognized that premature conclusions or comments about the intervention could really affect the 
research-setting (in ways I could not always foresee). Hence, I have taken up the responsibility to 
take extra care of extensive testing of conclusions, before disclosing them to actors involved.   
 

Writing from a communities’ perspective  
The research explicitly focussed on ‘the most vulnerable’ or ‘least powerful’, for this case being the 
small-scale fisherfolk and urban poor. Of course, many other sides exist, but these were touched 
upon more briefly due to limitations in the scope of the research. At the same time, the risk of 
romanticizing ‘the community’ or ‘barangay’ level was acknowledged and addressed by also 
describing power asymmetries and conflicts also exist at the local level.   
 
As a Dutch student, I do not pretend to- nor want to be ‘the voice of the communities’. Still, as these 
groups have less access to decision-making for a and less means to advance their interests, I believe 
it is justified to focus on their stories and try to bring them closer. Although I have no illusions that 
this thesis will change their situation. Colleagues from ACCORD deemed it valuable to simply 
communicate the stories from Navotas back to the Netherlands and show Dutch planners and the 
scientific community the local realities. My Dutch passport also granted me greater access to higher 
government officials, the Dutch Expert Team, and Dutch donors.  
One colleague once remarked that I had far more access to the MBSDMP planning process than 
other organizations, or a Filipino version of me would have had. In that respect, it makes sense to 
also use this access through my Dutch identity in trying to connect the two levels, as I have done. 
 

3.7  Safety  
 
From the start, this research was directed towards the MBSDMP, being partly funded by the Dutch 
state and with a Dutch team-lead. It was an example of studying-up. Using ethnographic methods to 
study more powerful actors and doings of my own government felt more legitimate to me as a Dutch 
citizen present in the Philippines (Gusterson, 1997). Firstly, because during three months of field 
work, and by being a foreigner, I could only reach a superficial understanding of the local context.  
Secondly, I did not consider it safe enough for me as a relatively inexperienced researcher and most 
importantly unfamiliar with the Filipino context and language, to explicitly and deeply investigate 
local politics, the interests behind reclamation projects, and the occurring human rights violations. 
Although I am aware that these are critical phenomena to understand how ‘it works on the ground’. 
Side-ways, through local informants, I could still gain a superficial understanding about these issues.  

 
Tensions encountered  

Fieldwork sometimes felt as entering a web with different layers of (hidden) tensions. First of all, 
organizations distrusted each other and were involved in competition; as the interests were high- but 
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not always well-aligned. All wanted to successfully implement and fulfil expectations raised about 
their programs, planning processes and interventions.  
 
Second, came the layer of tense state-society relations in the Philippines. Civic space and freedoms 
are decreasing under President Duterte (CIVICUS, 2018; Enriquez, 2018). Martial law has been 
declared in Mindanao and parts of Visayas, and local respondents speak of de-facto martial law for 
the whole country. I was warned for my position with a relatively small and progressive local NGO.  
 
A third layer of tension was the level of local politics. Investigating government policies concerning 
billion-peso projects such as land reclamations is sensitive, also for foreign researchers. Happenings 
are cloudy and disguised due to corruption, clientelism, coercion, and (violent) competition between 
powerful political families (local sources).  
 
The real dangers present at these different layers were limited for me as a Dutch national. Especially 
when put in perspective to the risk’s local critics face. However, especially in the beginning, being a 
foreigner, it is difficult to assess where exactly the few percent of real dangers are located in that 
maze of tensions. Patience and caution were required. Preparations with ACCORD employees about 
what- and what not to discuss in interviews and report about helped to ensure the safety of all 
involved. Also, I have closely monitored my own behaviour in mentioning information retrieved from 
interviews. In order to prevent functioning as a leak of information and (unintentionally) breach 
confidentiality.  
 
Logically, at the end of my field work, I had grown more familiar with the local context and the 
histories of actors and organizations encountered. Thus, I could more easily move through the maze 
and mitigate the layers of tensions, without hampering relations or creating unsafe conditions for 
interviewees. If the field work period would have lasted longer, increasing familiarity with- and 
experience in this research setting would have benefitted the outcome of the research. Nevertheless, 
one chief outcomes of this thesis in terms of personal development as a researcher was the learning 
process in managing these tensions.  
 

Moving around Metro Manila  

ACCORD and the Navotas city disaster risk reduction and management officer did not allow me to 
travel on my own in Navotas, especially in the poorest regions Tangos and Tanza, and slums along 
the coastline. Even the Filipino nationals took precautions and announced visits, as poverty and drug-
related criminality and the Presidents’ war on drugs are especially fierce in these areas. Westerners 
almost never come to Navotas. My white, tall, and blond appearance did not exactly help to blend 
into the crowd. Hence, for the research in Navotas, I was depended on the help of ACCORD 
employees.  
In the other cities I frequently visited such as Quezon City, Makati, Ortigas, and Pasay this was less of 
an issue. Here I could assess safety as one would normally do in mega-cities (drawing on earlier 
personal experiences).  
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Sharing doubts  
Many of above-mentioned ethical considerations I was able to discuss with my colleagues during 
long taxi-rides in the Manila traffic. These were wonderful conversations. The longer I was working 
with ACCORD, the better I got to know my colleagues. The Navotas team has been wonderful in 
supporting my first steps as a researcher abroad. Relationships with colleagues gradually grew more 
familiar and friendly. This was of great importance to me on a personal level as well.  
Other persons I have explicitly discussed with the ethical considerations behind research choices, 
were contacts at the Master planning level and my university supervisor. Not to forget, the presence 
of a friend from Wageningen was incredibly valuable. Encountering different groups of actors, we 
both got too see partly overlapping, partly diverging pieces of the many puzzles present in Metro 
Manila. Besides the emotional support, we could reflect on our positions as Dutch students in this 
context, and explore the wonders- and horrors of a bursting mega city such as Metro Manila.  
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Chapter 4. Environmental justice concerns along Manila Bay  
 
4.1  Introduction  
 
This chapter presents findings of the embedded case study related to the four dimensions of 
environmental justice as experienced by the small-scale fisherfolk and urban poor in Navotas (see 
CH2, §2.5). Environmental justice concerns are locally expressed and near in terms of geographical 
and temporal distance to the people experiencing them. In contrast, in chapter 6 these observations 
will be related to the ecological delineated, high-level, and long-term MBSDMP planning process.  
 
The structure of this chapter. First, contextual information is provided about the (§4.2) broader 
political-historical context of Philippines, and (§4.3) contested development projects in the City of 
Navotas. Next, the four dimensions of environmental justice are applied to the case study. Because 
environmental justice ‘includes but transcends questions of (§4.4) distribution to include those of 
(§4.5) cultural recognition and (§4.6) political participation, and it is intimately linked to (§4.7)  the 
integrity of ecosystems.’ (Zwarteveen & Boelens, 2014, p. 143). At last (§4.8) provides a conclusion 
and connects the experiences in Navotas to environmental justice issues in the wider bay area.  
 

4.2  Political-historical context  
 

History’s influence   
Multiple rich cultures were developed by the people living in the archipelago, varying in relation to 
their habitats: from coastal regions to forests high-up in the mountains (Bankoff, 1999). Distinct 
language systems and ways of practicing agriculture and fishing emerged (De Morga, 2004). For this 
island nation, fishery-related activities have always been of great importance for the development of 
local economies and cultural practices (Boquet, 2017).  
In 1521, the Spanish colonized the archipelago and called it the Philippines. Three hundred years of 
Spanish colonization, lasting until 1898, had an immense impact on the people living on the island 
and their cultures. Introducing the Catholic religion and Spanish language, the Spanish rulers pushed 
for assimilation. Moreover, resource extraction and accumulation by (Spanish) landlords is regarded 
as the foundation for the currently existing inequalities in Philippine society (Boquet, 2017).  
 
The Americans occupied the country from 1898 until 1946 (Nadeau, 2008). After 1946, American 
influence remained strong (Apostol, 2012). Traces of American culture are still visible. Formally, by 
the fact that English is the major language in the Philippines’ government and education system. A 
cultural phenomenon such as the American Dream (if only individuals work harder, they are able to 
lift themselves out of poverty) is internalized by many and justifies existing inequalities in general 
public opinion. The large number of Philippine-overseas workers are treated as national heroes, as 
they send large amounts of money back to their families. (local sources) 
 
In 1965, after a period of ‘formal’ democracy following Philippine independence, president Marcos 
came into power. In 1972 Marcos declared martial law and 14 years of dictatorship followed, ending 
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in 1986 with the People’s Power Revolution (Boquet, 2017). Afterwards, a tumultuous period 
followed in which civil society organisations were testing the (still limited) space for oppositional 
voices against the new Aquino administration (Hilhorst, 2003). Military forces and the US shifted 
their sympathy from Marcos to the widow of Ninoy Aquino, the murdered chief opposer of Marcos. 
According to Amnesty International, human rights violations against critics, murders, and repression 
were even fiercest in the early 90’s after Marcos’ rule (Hilhorst, 2003).  
 

The Philippines: an oligarchy  
The Philippines is characterized as an oligarchy: thirty-three families hold most of the resources 
(money, land, and power). A local source: “We have thirty-three kings and queens, the Philippines is a 
rich country, but it’s people are poor.” Economic and political power go hand in hand. Fierce 
competition exists between the political family clans. Block-voting, bribing, and violence 
characterizes elections. Also, corruption and clientelism are strong forces in all layers of government. 
(local sources) Moreover, large investors, albeit foreign, Spanish, American, or increasingly Chinese, 
have great influence on the countries’ development policies (Borras & Franco, 2008). 
 

Contested state-society relations  
The Philippines has a very active tradition of CSO’s (Civil Society Organizations) representing different 
‘sectors’: women, workers, elderly, disabled, youth, fisherfolk, etc. (local sources). The Church and 
church-related organisations are also powerful players, as the majority of the population is Catholic. 
CSO’s are increasingly well organized, and many kinds of CSO’s exist and reflecting all colours present 
at the wide political spectrum. On the right side, are more militaristic/law and order tendencies, and 
on the left the so-called progressive CSO’s focussing on socio-economic equality (local sources).  
 
Since the 70’s, the national democratic movement in the Philippines has been rejecting the 
legitimacy of the government’s administration. They claim that ‘true independence’ from American 
imperialism has not been reached, and that ‘democracy’ as in a government by- and for the people 
does not (yet) exist in the Philippines. An armed group adhering to the same philosophy, the New 
People’s Army, is still present, foremost in the peripheral areas and, preparing for- and trying to 
mobilize support for a (violent) societal revolution. Hence, till this day, contested state-society 
relations are a reality and influence interactions between government actors and especially 
progressive CSO’s, especially the so-called people’s organizations. Mutual distrust showed itself in 
the past in competition over delivery of public services (Hilhorst, 2003). Mutual distrust between 
progressive CSO’s and government actors is still present, although according to some interviewees 
somehow softening- or at least changing over time (local source).  
 

Duterte’s administration  
In 2016, Rodrigo Duterte, the former mayor of Davao on the island of Mindanao, was elected 
president. Duterte is characterized in international media as an archetype ‘strong’ populist leader 
(Amnesty International, 2019). Standing on the right-side of the political spectrum, he is associated 
with the military and stressed the need for authority, rule, and order. Violations of rights are seen by 
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the Duterte administration as justified means to reach those goals, the war on drugs17 being the 
latest example (Freedomhouse, 2018; Nauta, 2018). 
 
According to local sources’ the current day’s situation in terms of civic freedoms and repression is 
comparable to the Marcos years (CIVICUS, 2018). The arrest of the Chief editor of Rappler, 
opposition media, reflects the shrinking space for civil society in the Philippines (Enriquez, 2018). 
Mindanao and parts of the Southern Visayas have been placed under martial law. Some regard the 
situation in the whole country as de-facto martial law. A recent law enables the government to 
revoke all licenses of an organization if they are associated with rebels from the New People’s Army 
(NPA). Red-tagging is the world for being ‘outed’ as having ties with- or being a ‘legal front’ of the 
undercover NPA (Beltran, 2018). (Unjustified) red-tagging of organizations and individuals is a 
constant fear and has large consequences for an organizations’ room of manoeuvre and the safety of 
the people associated with the organization (local sources). 
 

The barangay as part of the administrative pyramid  
In the Philippines, the president has strong executive power in law-making. Under the national 
government fall provinces, cities, and municipalities: Local Government Units. The barangay serves 
as the smallest administrative unit and are ‘the primary planning and implementing unit of 
government policies, plans, programs, projects, and activities in the community, and as a forum 
wherein the collective views of the people may be expressed, crystallised and considered, and where 
disputes may be amicably settled’ (Boquet 2017, p.427).  
The barangay as the smallest unit of political organization is closest to the CSO’s, especially the 
smaller ones, and to the man, women, fisherman, and harbour workers living in Navotas. When 
asked, people mention the barangay council and captain as their primary ‘go to’ if they have 
concerns; besides organizing themselves in CSO’s (local sources). These people they tend to be more 
sensitive to their concerns, as they meet each other on the streets. Of course, not all inhabitants feel 
represented by the barangay council – there is still a substantial representative gap. However, the 
gap is said to be smaller when compared to the City of Navotas, or high-level government bodies 
such as the Senate (local sources). The previous administration, before Duterte, moved towards 
decentralization and granted barangays more power in terms planning- and budgets (LSE Grantham 
Institute, 2019). Currently, the advocacy officers of DRR-NET (Disaster Risk Reduction – Network) 
observe a centralizing trend that moves power back to the national government (local sources).   
 

                                                             
17 For safety reasons, I decided to exclude the War on Drugs and it’s influences from my research project. 
However, I want to use this space to mention that the War on Drugs is of course crucial to understand current 
stresses of people in Navotas; as it is allegedly most tense in these areas. One interviewee stated: “It is not a 
war on drugs, it is a massacre of the poor.” (local source). During landscape risk assessments, people now also 
mention ‘drugs’ as a risk, besides typhoons. Strangers are approached with suspicion, and stories circulate 
about police officers that drafted false lists of possible drug suspects. People can be shot without judicial 
interference, just by being a suspect. Or, sent to the Navotas jail which is 700% over it’s capacity. In Metro 
Manila, colleagues considered it unsafe to discuss The War on Drugs in public. I found myself translating the 
words to Dutch (oorlog tegen verboden middelen) as no one would be able to understand what I was saying. 
There still are brave journalists that work to tell these stories in a climate of diminishing press freedom.  
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Legislative context: The Mandamus court orders   
Relevant for the situation of small-scale fisherfolk and urban poor, is the legislative background of 
the Mandamus court orders (Republic of the Philippines - Supreme Court, 2011). The Clean Water 
Act of 2004 declares the Government of the Philippines to be responsible for the water quality of the 
bay (Congress of the Philippines, 2004). A group of citizens went to court to sue the responsible 
government parties, as implementation of policies was lacking, and agencies were not taking their 
responsibilities. The Mandamus18 Court orders appointed a number of government units accountable 
for the degraded state of Manila Bay, with the Department of Environment and Resources (DENR) as 
the primary responsible agency. Subsequently, DENR was put in the lead with the Manila Bay 
Coordination and Management Office (MBCMO) to rehabilitate the bay (DENR-MBCO & NAMRIA, 
2015; DENR, 2005).  
 
Part of the Mandamus court is the call to ‘submit the names of all informal settler families (ISF) with 
houses near rivers, or encroachment of coasts’ as they are to be relocated as part of the 
rehabilitation of the bay (Republic of the Philippines - Supreme Court, 2011). As a consequence, the 
Mandamus court orders are used by local government units (LGU’s) to justify ISF relocation 
programs. As a response, a second court-case of citizens against the National Housing authority, 
added LGU’s the responsibility to provide sound compensation and social housing possibilities. The 
aim of this judgement was to prevent that the ecological imperative of cleaning Manila Bay behind 
the Mandamus orders, is used by LGU’s to evict urban poor from the coastlines (local sources).  
 
In general, (national) government policies and legislation gears towards full relocation of all informal 
settler in hazard zones along the coastline, and upgrading of informal settlements (City of Navotas, 
2015; NEDA, 2017; Republic of the Philippines - Supreme Court, 2011).  
 

Legislative context: centralization in Disaster Risk Reduction and Management   
The Philippine Disaster Risk Reduction and Management Act (RA 101211) was established in 2010 
and quite revolutionary, in the sense that it called for an integrated approach to disaster risk 
reduction by not only focussing on emergency response (local sources). Also, it had attention to the 
root causes of vulnerability of the people living in danger zones. The law includes response options 
that focus on socio-economic development and incremental community capacity building. Moreover, 
                                                             
18 “On 18 December 2008, the Supreme Court ordered 13 government agencies (referred  to as mandamus 
agencies)  to “clean up, rehabilitate, and preserve Manila Bay, and restore and maintain its waters to SB level to 
make them fit for swimming, skin diving, and other forms of contact recreation.  The concerned agencies are 
the Departments of Environment and Natural Resources (DENR), Agriculture (DA), Public Works and Highways 
(DPWH), the Interior and Local Government (DILG), Education (DepEd), Health (DOH) and Budget and 
Management (DBM), the Metropolitan Waterworks and Sewerage System (MWSS), Local Water Utilities 
Administration (LWUA), Metropolitan Manila Development Authority (MMDA), Philippine Coast Guard (PCG), 
Philippine National Police-Maritime Group (PNP-MG), and Philippine Ports Authority (PPA).” (DENR-MBCO, 
2017) 

Mandamus refers to a court order that functions as a judicial remedy to compel a government body / 
public authority to comply with its’ duties as subscribed by earlier approved legislation. In interviews, ‘the 
Mandamus orders’ were used frequently to refer to the court order that a list of agencies needed to better 
execute their duties to protect the ecological quality of Manila Bay (Clean Water Act). The agencies in 
negligence were called the Mandamus agencies.  
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RA 101211 had decentralizing effects as it handed over responsibilities to local government units, 
with a primary role for the barangay, and installed Disaster Risk Reduction and Management Offices 
at LGU level (Congress of the Philippines, 2010).  
 
President Duterte, however, has instigated a new centralizing move and wishes to repeal RA 101211 
and create a new overarching institution focussing on disaster response and climate change 
adaptation. NGO’s part of the Disaster Risk Reduction – Network fear that this new institution will 
have a more militaristic approach. Using external (military) intervention and a response focus, 
instead of looking at the root causes of why people build structures in these dangerous waters in the 
first place (local sources). Local newspapers also reported about this move and the creation of a new 
more top-down institute (ABS CBN, 2018; Rappler, 2018a). While with the RA 101211 a start was 
made to work in a more integrated manner, also taking precautionary actions.  
 

Implementation deficits  
In general, according to environmental advocates, Philippine policies’ and legislation on paper is 
quite ‘good’ (local sources). Implementation, however, is lacking. Often, LGU’s, especially the City 
governments are held responsible for implementation of policies by national agencies. LGU’s 
complain that the burden of implementation is unrealistically and too heavily passed onto their 
shoulders, while national agencies argue that the LGU’s lack capacities and the political will to govern 
effectively and take their responsibilities. On the ground, government policies are most of the time 
just paper realities. Legislation is often applied arbitrarily; reflecting the background mechanisms of 
clientelism and corruption (local sources).  
 

4.3  Contested development projects in Navotas  
 

About Navotas  
In 2007, Navotas became the youngest of the 16 cities of Metro Manila, eligible for City-status due to 
increased population numbers. After a storm surge, Navotas was disconnected from Malabon and 
the Manatuti river system, and is a narrow, flat, low-lying strip of land along the coastline. Elderly 
remember how Navotas used to have white beaches, just as the main tourism spots in the 
Philippines. High tides are the chief source of flooding, as well as intense rainfall. In 2011, typhoon 
Pedring caused heavy rainfall and high tides, affecting 3.000 Informal Settler Families (ISF’s), 
according to the Navotas Disaster Risk Reduction and Management Council reports.  
 
Especially the areas along the coastline experience frequent flooding during high-tides. 59 
‘bombastik’ pumping stations were installed and a 3.5 km coastal dike is (being) constructed to 
protect the city from flooding (City of Navotas, 2015). 
 

Small-scale fisherfolk & urban poor  
Navotas is called the ‘Fishing capital of the Philippines’ in government plans. Moreover, fisherfolk 
symbols are present everywhere on the streets, and even in the government logos. Memories of 
thriving fishing communities are retold in stories.  
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Some of the inhabitants of 
Navotas stress that they are 
descendants of (indigenous) 
fisherfolk, living in Navotas for 
over five generations.  
 
Over time, fishing is 
increasingly industrializing, with 
the Navotas Fish Port Complex 
as its commercial center (City 
Government of Navotas 2016). 
Small-scale fisher-folk report a 
decrease of species diversity 
and over-exploitation due to 
competition with industrial 
fishing vessels. Before, it is said, 
one could go to the beach and 
catch shrimp by hand, now 
boats are required to go out 
further and further to the bay 
to still catch fish, to make a 
living. Although decreasing, 
still, a large part of the 
population receives income 
from fishing or fishing related 
industries (shrimp processing, 
fishnet making, fish catching, 
vendor of fish articles). 
Increasingly, there is also a 
growing service and industrial 
sector (PfR, 2017).  
 
Another group of inhabitants in Navotas has migrated from other areas in the Philippines, most 
notably ‘the provinces’ or country-side. The main push-factors for migration towards the city are loss 
of land (for agriculture) and/or livelihood, or other conditions contributing to poverty and the hope 
that a city-life will bring a better life (Borras & Franco, 2008; Murakami et al., 2005). Societal 
structures have changed significantly, as population numbers kept doubling. Also, the growing 
economy of Metro Manila required- and gave employment to an increasing group of (temporary) 
workers. They are employed in the richer parts of Metro Manila, and live in Navotas. Rents are lower 
in Navotas, or not charged at all in case they have settled illegally (local sources). Morin et al. (2016) 
write that around 25-35% of the city’s residents can be described as living in informal settlements, 
although land rights are often contested and unclear (Rijenga, 2018). The Tiangco clan controls the 
area, the mayor and congressman are brothers alternating positions (local sources). 
 

Figure 5. A street in Navotas. Shrimp processing is an important economic activity. 
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Barangay Tangos & Tanza  
The barangays Tangos South, Tangos North, Tanza Uno and Tanzo Dos,19 are home to many small-
scale fisherfolk. Small-scale fishers are part of the poorest communities in the Philippines. Some 
other notifiables: Tanza consists for 50% out of (privately owned) fishpond area. A landfill was 
approved and build near the last remaining patch of mangroves in the area, causing further 
decreasing the local water quality and eco-system (PfR, 2018). The same mangrove area is proudly 
presented by DENR as The Navotas tree nature park (local sources). ACCORD is active in Tangos and 
Tanza as according to their and the cities’ data these areas are most vulnerable to natural hazards 
and count most inhabitants as urban poor. 
 

 
Figure 6. PfR project area. The City of Navotas, barangay Tangos and Tanza. 

 

Amphibious coastline  
The character of Manila Bay continuously evolves over time. Changes in infrastructure and the built 
environment can partly be explained by competition between stakeholders with different interests, 
creating a dynamic interplay (Morita, 2016). For example, since the 1970’s, rice paddies and 
intertidal shallow waters have been transformed into fish pond areas (Mialhe, Gunnell, Mering, 
Gaillard, & Coloma, 2015). These cater to the interests of aquaculture industries by the production of 
shrimps, crabs, tilapia, and milkfish. But according to biodiversity advocates, the accompanying 

                                                             
19 Only in the summer of 2018, Tangos and Tanza have been split up in two barangays as their population sizes 
had increased. Therefore the barangay councils are newly installed and institutional structures and 
organizations are not yet stabilized. Also, in the minds of the people ‘Tangos’ and ‘Tanza’ remain together. In 
this research, I will speak of Tangos and Tanza when referring to the barangays in general. If there is a specific 
about Tangos North for example; where the evacuation center of the fire is located that will also be mentioned.  
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disappearance of intertidal mudflats, mangrove areas, and swamps cause problems for marine 
nature conservation, in particular breeding grounds (Jensen, 2018; UNEP-TEEB, 2017) 
Another example showing the ambiguity of coastal areas (Morita, 2016) is shown by the definition of 
flooding:  water beyond its normal boundaries. But what are these ‘normal’ boundaries? That is a 
choice made by humans. And different people would make different choices, depending on their 
background and interests. In the tradition of Science and Technology Studies, Morita (2016) shows 
how landscapes are transformed into more terrestrial or aquatic spaces; the direction reflecting the 
views of the people most influential in steering the development of an area.  
 
The dyke that is constructed aims to protect the coastal municipality of Navotas from high tides and 
hence secures the current terrestrial land uses (City of Navotas, 2015). The next parts will provide 
more information about the contestations around the dyke and development projects in general 
using the four-fold environmental justice framework.  
 

 
Figure 7. Tangos and Tanza. Fishponds above Tanza are privately owned. (Rijenga, 2018). 

 

4.4  Environmental justice concerns: distribution  
 
To recall the theoretical framework, a conceptualization of environmental justice is used that pays 
attention to the peculiarities of the local context and to the interrelations between socio-economic 
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and cultural forms of injustice. In this part, first the current discussions about distribution of the 
following ‘scarce’ elements are discussed: land to live on for urban poor and small-scale fisherfolk, 
space to park boats for the small-scale fisherfolk, and access to a bay to sustain their livelihoods as 
small-scale fisherfolk. Afterwards, concerns for distributive environmental justice are discussed on a 
more structural level, relating to uneven patterns of development.  
 

The dyke  
The most immediate local issue revolves around the construction of a 3,5 km long dyke alongside the 
entire coastline of Navotas. In February 2018, the dyke alongside the coast of Navotas was 
constructed. Fisherfolk negotiated for some openings to be left in the dyke (see figure 8 and 9), but 
these are said to close still in 2019.  
 
The dyke is part of the city’s disaster risk reduction strategy, also building ‘bumbastik’ pumping-
stations to remove excessive water (City of Navotas, 2015). The closed dyke would deny small-scale 
fisherfolk direct access to the bay.  This puts pressure on their business-model, due to the increased 
distance to viable fishing waters and risk of theft or damage to their boats, having to park them 
further away. And fishing as a livelihood is already under pressure by decreasing catch value. 
Respondents mention that the risk of losing their livelihood – as a result of the dyke construction - is 
far greater to them than the risk of flooding. The dyke primarily affects the small-scale fisherfolk as 
bigger vessels still have access to the sea, departing from the port. An elderly man proclaimed: “If the 
dyke is fully closed, we will lose our livelihood, and hopes!”. (local sources).  
 

 
Figure 8. Negotiated openings in the dyke under construction, in Tangos. 

Relocation  
As relocation is a very sensitive topic in the community, several promises have been made that the 
people can stay. With the up-coming elections, a volunteer from the mayor’s campaign team 
believed that everyone would be able to stay in the area. “The mayor told us that there will be no 
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single household that has to be relocated in the coastal areas because of the dyke. To all those that 
are inside the dyke, no relocation will happen. The mayor said he would protect us. He cares for the 
people.” (local source).  
 
However, according to Pamalakaya, the Tiangco’s have been rather silent about the construction of 
the dyke and rumours about the NBBBP, which could imply the existence of another agenda (local 
source). It would not be the first time election-promises are broken. A representative of the national 
fisherfolk alliance: “Maybe it is because of the midterm elections… they make promises now; they 
need the votes. People in Navotas are told that their rights will be protected. And they have other 
things on their mind, a shorter time-span to focus. But it happened before that promises changed. In 
Bacoor town a 400-ha project, they also promised the people their land rights. Then it changed.” 
(local source).   
 
Besides, the barangay secretary said inhabitants were initially told that the dyke would be 
constructed at a distance of 25 meters away from their houses. Nevertheless, the dyke has actually 
been constructed at a distance of just 10 meters. Respondents fear that the dyke was constructed so 
close to the houses of urban poor, as its construction might also serve make way for a coastal 
highway, a plan stemming from Marcos’ time. The dyke would be the ridge to protect the future road 
from flooding by the bay. Construction of such a highway would lead to massive relocations of the 
urban poor, in policy plans called Informal Settler Families (ISF), currently living along the coastline. 
The president of the BFAR local bureau: “We want it to be clear if there will be displacement of 
houses, of the population. Will the coastline become a coastal road? Will we be forced to leave and 
relocate because of this?” (local source).  
 

Urban poor vice versa small-scale fisherfolk  

The position of ISF and fisherfolk regarding space for housing is slightly different but intertwined. The 
national CSO’s for urban poor and fisherfolk have formed an alliance as they perceive their interests 
are tied. Not all urban poor/ISF’s living along the coastline are working in the fishing sector. Still, 
representatives from CSO’s representing the youth, elderly, women, church, red-cross, elementary 
school all stressed that the fishing sector was the prime source of income of most informal settlers 
along the coastline, and that access to the sea was detrimental for the local economy.  
 
The other way around, some fisherfolk that have been fishing in the area for generations but are also 
labelled as ‘informal settlers’; falsely indicating that they would have migrated only recently to the 
area. Also, the World Bank Group (2017) data shows that most informal settlers already live in Metro 
Manila for 10 – 20 years. Only 24,3% of the ISF moved less than five years ago (The World Bank 
Group, 2017). This contradicts the wide held assumption that most ISF are very recent migrants from 
the provinces.  
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Figure 9. Living conditions along the waterways in Navotas. 

Formal relocation processes include rounds of consultation and compensation to be paid by the 
developer; either a private party or government unit. Implementation of policy plans for ‘upgrading’ 
informal settlements by LGU’s (in cooperation with the National Housing Authority) has been low 
due to lack of funds for relocation sites and the provision of social housing. The National Housing 
Authority is also involved with providing funds for relocation sites (local sources).  
Three types of relocation exist: on-site upgrading, in-city relocation, and off-city relocation.  
 

On-site upgrading  
Most community members prefer to stay where they currently live. They mention the social 
cohesion that has developed in the community over the years. Some fisherfolk have lived in the area 
for generations. Especially older people are said to find it hard to adapt to new surroundings and 
neighbours. Regarding the informal settlements located within the 3-meter hazard zone, extra 
discussion arises. Critics say that the line of 3 meter is arbitrarily drawn. Others stress that it is true 
that the structures build so close to the waters are not safe in times of typhoons and sea-level rise.20 
Moreover, living that close to the polluted water poses health risks.  
Nevertheless, ACCORD’s comprehensive risk assessments21 in Navotas showed that the people that 
are living within the 3-meter hazard zone themselves, consider these disaster- and health-risks lower 
as compared to the risk of not earning a livelihood and having food on the table. In another part of 
Navotas, people live on a graveyard and elsewhere on a landfill. From the community’s perspective, 
as Heijmans (2001) also explained in ‘Vulnerability: a matter of perception’, livelihood options are 
always the priority and point of departure, not water management, disaster risk reduction, or public 
health.  
 
Fisher-folk have a resource-based livelihood and are perhaps most dependent on a living place close 
to the shore. But land is extremely scarce in Metro Manila, and high value resource uses are often 
prioritized over subsistence resource uses such as small-scale fishing (Berner, 1997). In the past, 

                                                             
20 The campaign officer of Kadamay, the national alliance of urban poor of the Philippines, stated that they 
advocate for on-site relocation or improvements of living conditions, close to a source of livelihood. However, 
during interviews, officials and consultants, only speak of the options of in-city or off-city relocation.   
21 Literature on community based disaster risk reduction refers therefore calls for the use of  a landscape risk 
approach (ACCORD et al., 2012; Coates, 2018a). 
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fisherfolk have been relocated to off-city relocation sites in the province, expected to start farming. 
However, their skill-set is fishing and access to the bay is vital to be able to use those skills. Due to 
fierce competition, a job in the services sector is hard to reach without (formal) education and due to 
the large influx of workers the position of workers in the industries are precarious (local sources). 
Thousands are compelled to beg on the streets of Metro Manila to have enough to eat.  An ACCORD 
employee: “They are creating a new breed of urban poor that don’t have skills to accept their manual 
labour.” (local source). President of the BFAR fisherfolk organisation:  
 

“If the government can do anything, it is that if we are going to be relocated, we should be 
relocated to a place where fishing is still viable, because it is the livelihood, we are most 
adapted to. Construction work and other kinds are not suited, because our skillset is for 
fishing.” (local source)  

 

In-city relocation  
The ‘next best’ option according to respondents is in-city relocation, as this often means they can 
keep their livelihoods (although for fisherfolk that own small boats living next to the shore remains 
vital). According to the head of 
City Planning of Navotas, 7000 
families are living in the 3 
meter-line of proclaimed 
‘hazard area’ along the 
waterways in Navotas. The LGU 
has to provide the land for 
relocation in case of on-site or 
in-city relocation, so they are 
trying to acquire new lands. A 
difficult exercise, considering 
that virtually all land is privately 
owned, prices are high, and 
land rights are fuzzy and 
contested. The City of Navotas 
has already reclaimed land in 
Tanza Uno to create space for 
an in-city relocation project for 
ISF and is negotiating with 
fishpond owners for new 
reclamation areas (fig 11). A 
second reclamation project is 
on its way but has been put on 
hold due to the mortuarium of 
the National Housing Authority 
(and limited government 
funds).  

Figure 10. Fishponds, newly reclaimed area, and social housing units in Tanza. 
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The houses in the social housing site are of better quality than the houses in the informal settlements 
and are more spacious. But critique has also been raised, for example related to the selection 
procedure of inhabitants. The government ‘screens’ the people that have applied for in-city 
relocation. Attendance of protests or civil disobedience are reasons to reject their application. 
Moreover, in the new situation, they are not allowed to have private shops but need to sell their 
goods at the common market and hire market space. Also, they were not used to paying rents in the 
informal settlements.  
Urban poor and small-sale fisherfolk can hardly earn enough to pay rent amounts, and failure to pay 
can result in eviction. Without new compensation schemes or provision of relocation. And if they 
violate the ‘rules’ of the property, they can be evicted. Again, that releases the government for their 
responsibility of providing compensatory housing in case of relocation due to a government-led 
development project.  
Another objection frequently heard, is that relocations are justified by pointing towards the 3-meter 
hazard zone, but the new in-city relocation sites are just as suspect to flooding, and reclamation sites 
are said to be prone to subsidence and liquefaction. Yet, a respondent said about the quality of in-
city relocation sites: ‘it is still better than off-city I guess…”  

 
Off-city relocation  
The communities especially fear the scenario of off-city relocation, to the provinces. Reportedly, 
these social housing units are often located for away from livelihood options and public services such 
as hospitals, schools, and running water. There have been cases where fisherfolk were expected to 
start farming. Moreover, as most of public investments are directed towards Metro Manila, the 
provincial areas lack other livelihood options. This is the push-factor, the source for the influx of 
migrants from the provinces in the first place. A fisherfolk-organization frontman was quoted in a 
local newspaper: “If they will relocate informal settlers away from their place of work, where there is 
no job, no water or electricity, it will be a waste. They will only go back to where they used to live.” 
(Mayuga, 2019).Furthermore, they will be far apart from family/established community structures 
and often deprived of their current source of livelihood. People can also decide not to accept the 
social housing unit, but instead receive money to find location in the provinces, raising other 
objections such as insufficient funding and hazy procedures. Illustrative of their issues, is this quote 
representative of another urban poor association stated during the MBSDMP technical committee 
meeting: “We want to stay in the city, please give us space”.  
 

Development for whom?  
Metro Manila is rapidly industrializing and growing, the way in which this development has taken 
place has not reaped the same benefits for all. Focusing on capital-intensive, industrialized, 
commercial- and services sectors, traditional resource-based livelihoods are disappearing (Bankoff, 
1999; Harvey, 1993; Murakami et al., 2005). During ACCORD’s disaster risk reduction planning 
workshop, one fisherman got agitated. The hazard that was commonly agreed on to focus on the day 
before was typhoons. But according to him, the threat of the dyke construction was far more 
important and urgent. He said: “Man-made disasters should be included in the planning workshop.” 
This fisherman was born in Navotas, in 1941, and had six children. All of them also had become 
fisherman. He regarded Tangos (South) as his land, because his ancestors had also lived there before 
him. In his perspective, the city had encroached their ancestral fishing grounds. He exclaimed 
emotionally: “They’ll put here, Jollibee, Macdonalds, and where will we live? Heaven?” 
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Relocations and disasters  
Land rights are often unclear to the inhabitants and many do not consider themselves as Informal 
Settler Families (local sources). Even two-story brick-houses can for the inhabitants unexpectedly 
turn out to be on proclaimed private land and thus illegal. The lowest class in barangays do not 
identify themselves as ISF, but they might be at risk of losing their lands as well. A respondent:  

“What happens, is that the barangay is not going to force the people to leave, but in case 
there is a fire, a fire happens [often under dodgy circumstances], you will lose all rights to the 
land. So if you're house is destroyed by the fire, you cannot return. The same goes for other 
disasters such as floods and typhoons. You will just be relocated.” (local source).  
 

Rumours persisted in the communities’ that fires in urban poor areas are not in all cases accidents, 
for example related to the way houses are build, but that fires can also be started on purpose by 
actors that have interests in clearing these areas (local sources).  
 
One respondent, a young man that is an active volunteer in the barangay, lost his house during the 
fire of November 3th, 2018. Directly after the fire, the land were their houses had stood was now 
fenced off. They were not allowed to return, as a private party claimed he was paying taxes for the 

Box: The Navotas Bay Boulevard Business Parc  
The relation between distributive dimension of environmental justice and larger processes of uneven 
development becomes clear in the local discussion about the Navotas Bay Boulevard Business Parc 
(NBBBP). The ‘NBBP is a 650-hectare reclamation project, led by triple one construction, encompassing the 
area between the Navotas Fishport in the south and barangay Tangos to the north. The project falls under 
the National Reclamation Plan (NRP) of the Philippine Reclamation Authority (PRA) and is intended for 
intended for commercial and mixed use (Manila Today, 2017). Fisherfolk organization Pambansang Lakas ng 
Kilusang Mamamalakaya ng Pilipinas (PAMALAKAYA) fears the project will affect the livelihood- and 
displace 20,000 fisherman and coastal settlers (Pamalakaya, 2017). It is said to be ‘mixed-use’.  
 
However, ‘mixed-use’ often remains an empty promise and the development is still geared towards 
building malls and hotels. Therefore, it is an issue of class-inequality, as the development projects do not 
bring equal benefits for all. Some say these kinds of projects are good for Navotas as they bring 
development and employment opportunities ‘Upgrading the city’, ‘upgrading informal settlements’ and in 
that way ‘sanitizing’ the city.  For instance, middle class workers could be happy with a new mall or 
MacDonald’s. At the moment, Navotas does not have a mall (yet). Yet, the questions that keeps being 
raised by organisations defending the interests of the urban poor and small-scale fisherfolk is: 
‘Development for whom?’.  
 
If projects are to make way for high-end property development, such as a new version of the Mall of Asia in 
Pasay, the people facing relocation are, depending on the person interpreting, called the ‘the losers of 
development’ (Subingsubing, 2017), or the victims of development aggression . 
 
Pamalakaya: “We are always accused of wanting to oppose development. But that is not what we do. We 
just always ask, development for whom. It can be measured and have nothing to do with high-rise buildings. 
We want the people to have decent houses and livelihood and food on the table. But that is not the same as 
the SM Mall of Asia, the casino’s… That is not the kind of development that is development for the people.” 
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lands for years already – and thus now owned it. His voice was full of anger and frustration about this 
strategy of acquiring land, but he did see little opportunities to oppose. He said:  

“They are big fish; I am a small fish. Big fish bite. What do you do?”.   
 

4.5  Environmental justice concerns: recognition  
 
According to Young (1997), the focus on economic inequalities neglects the question why some get 
more than others. As was explained in the theoretical framework. for each new case-study one 
needs to examine how in that specific case social systems of cultural hierarchy, marginalization, and 
negative stigma influence how people interact in land- and water management issues. Two branches 
of these institutional conditions will be discussed in more detail. First, the negative stigma 
influencing individuals’ or a groups’ position in the quest for equal distribution and participation. 
Secondly, the misrecognition of alternative views on development.  
 

Misrecognition: negative stigma  
During the course of this field work, the strong stigma against the urban poor and especially the 
frame ‘Informal Settler Families’ stood out. Related to the discussions about Manila Bay, in many 
local newspapers, and including narratives of public officers, the presence of informal settlers was 
framed as the primary ‘problem’ and cause for the low water quality. During an interview with the 
Navotas City Head of Planning, he said that since Navotas did not have hotels or large venues, their 
primary problem for water quality were the ISF areas. During the first minute of the interview he 
said:  

“I think that the number one problem of Manila Bay is really the presence of informal settlers. 
There are a lot of informal settlers, especially in our area. See, this is our map taken in 2006. 
All these areas have ISF’s...” (local source)  

 
According to the Navotas head of City Planning, the ISF areas need to be ‘cleaned’, in order to 
comply with the Mandamus legislation, and perhaps more importantly, to enable development of 
Navotas (local source). In policy documents and government outings, the message that the ISF are 
solely to blame is nuanced. Nevertheless, in the general public debate about Manila Bay, the blaming 
of urban poor along the coastline is a dominant tendency. They are visibly living in the waterways, 
disposing waste (water) into the bay. “The urban poor in the waterways are treated as nuisance that 
need to be deal with, not as people.” (local source).  
 
However, less visible to the eye but accounting for a far greater share of the problem, are the 
households that are not connected to a properly functioning sewerage system,22 misfunctioning 
sceptic tanks, and industries directly emitting into the waters. According to a community worker, the 

                                                             
22 A representative of Maynilad water speeched at the MBCMO meeting and stated that even if they reached a 
100% coverage of water treatment, that would not be enough as the problem with the ISF would not be 
solved. In the newspaper, this was objected by a Buhay party-list representative, that stated that Maynilad and 
Manila water did not comply to the commitments of connecting households in time when they were granted 
the concession. That attention should be directed against these private water companies, not to the ISF as ‘the 
problem’ (Arnaldo & Abad, 2019) 
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urban poor are simply the easiest sector to pinpoint, and they are in no position to defend 
themselves, as they have little access to official data and plans. The urban poor hardly participate in 
the public debate or policy stakeholder sessions themselves. 
 
Fraser (2005, p. 73) argued that people ‘can be prevented from interacting on terms of parity by 
institutionalized hierarchies of cultural value that deny them the requisite standing; in that case they 
suffer from status inequality, or misrecognition’. Urban poor have had lower access to education, are 
not able to speak English, the official government language, and according to community workers in 
Navotas, internalized feelings of inferiority further contributes to their low presence in public for a 
(local sources). A community worker:  

“Nobody wants to be seen as poor. The lowest strata of the barangay people don’t consider 
themselves ISF. Some are just one step up the ladder, and they want to stay there. You cannot 
unite them as they don’t identify with the ISF.” (local source)  

 
Moreover, even if the urban poor were more present in the public debate, simply brining their 
stories out might not help. According to Kalikasan, this might even have an adverse effect, because of 
negative public perceptions of ISF and strong stereotypes (local sources). Framings of ‘illegal 
squatters’, the less politically correct term, reflect a sentiment that these people should not be there 
in the first place. So why provide waste- and water management services? This sentiment adds to 
narratives blaming the influx of people from the provinces over the past decades for the congested 
city and degraded state of Manila Bay (local sources). According to Kadamay, negative stigma make it 
difficult to find public support for their cause, when they express grievances of injustices 
experienced. To recall a statement of Schlosberg (2004): “A lack of recognition matters as it can be 
related to decline of a persons’ (effective) participation in the political and institutional order.” 
(Schlosberg, 2004, p. 518). 
 
Examples of stereotypes for urban poor are fortune seekers, criminals, and undisciplined and lazy 
people (local sources). A notorious example that kept popping up in interviews, was that policy 
officers a few years back, went into a neighbourhood to hand out plastic bags. The idea being that 
these undisciplined and uneducated urban poor had to solve the waste problem by using plastic 
bags. Another stereotype became visible with a high-placed Philippine national policy officer based 
at an international institution:  

“The tendency of ISF is to expect the government to solve all their problems for them. ISF will 
complain, but why don’t they take action themselves?? They just complain, they don’t 
contribute.” (local source) 
 

Similarly, in interviews with high-placed Pilipino national interviewees, the story of ‘professional 
squatters’ kept returning. Professional squatters would receive compensation money for relocation 
in place X, and subsequently move to another informal settler area to try and receive compensatory 
funds again (local sources). While other organizations stressed that more often than not it is the case 
that people receive no compensation at all, or that compensation is delayed, or insufficient for the 
loss of their livelihoods. (local sources). Kadamay’s officer stated urban poor are banished to the 
peripheries and have to live there out of economic necessity. The communication officer of 
Kadamay: “ISF are eyesores, not pretty to look at. When the pope came four years ago, many ISF 
areas were cleared to beautify the city.”   
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Misrecognition: alternative paths of development  
Especially for the fisherfolk, it is difficult that their resource-based livelihood is not in line with the 
mainstream course of development that focusses on businesses, industry, and the services sector. 
Even though the Philippines still has a large agricultural sector, government policy is directed 
towards industrialization (NEDA, 2017). The communities along the coastline of Manila Bay depend 
on fisheries, but have to pay the urban costs of living, which are much higher than in the provinces. 
They do not have the skill-set to join the already highly competitive labour market of metro manila. 
(local sources).  
 
One respondent, a woman, belonged to the middle class, and worked for a catering service. She grew 
up in Navotas, but moved to Paranaque, and said to be happy to have moved out of Navotas. 
Paranaque was ‘much better’. This woman spoke English very well, had a cousin working in Germany 
as a nurse, and dreamt of going abroad herself. The way she described her move, was as climbing the 
social ladder. Her father had been a fisherman in Navotas, but her children were now working in the 
service sectors in other (richer) cities of Metro Manila. She seemed to look down upon the fishing-
lifestyle in Navotas, to regard fishing as a source of livelihood ‘backward’.  
 
The difference between the perspectives of different actors/interviewees, is that some judge 
development projects by their contribution to national economic growth, to how it helps the nation 
‘climb the ladder of progress’. Starting from a dominant agricultural sector, to industrialization, and 
increasingly service-oriented sectors. In international development studies, these are characterized 
as ‘mainstream’ accounts of development, focussing on capital-based economic growth (Büscher, 
2009). While others have critiqued this ‘mainstream’ path of development and try to create from for 
alternatives. In this endeavour, actors generally focus on gaining local autonomy over resources, a 
diversity in livelihoods, and re-acknowledgment of resource-based livelihoods (Boelens et al., 2010; 
Büscher, 2009; Harvey, 1993).  
 
What is important for this research, is not to try and settle this debate and choose one way of 
development over the other. In line with political ecology, this study simply stresses that the track of 
development a country is in, is not a natural and inevitable process. It is a choice. Policy plans, 
investment decisions, everyday affairs, all contribute to the way in which Navotas, and the 
Philippines at large, is developing. There are different options, and different winners and losers for 
each option. Chapter 6 will discuss the influence of scalar politics on how this choice is perceived and 
made.  
 

4.6  Environmental justice concerns: Participation  
 
Fraser’s (2005) famous catchphrase is ‘no redistribution or recognition without representation’. 
Participation in policy-making depends on sound systems of representation. Boelens & Zwarteveen 
(2014, p. 153) describe the dimension of representational justice as ‘the issue of political 
participation in control and decision making, of sharing in water authority’. Next, a description is 
provided of current experiences of inhabitants with participation at the barangay- and city level 
(participation in the MBSDMP will be discussed in chapter 5).  
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Invited participation  
Formally, all layers of Philippine government use participatory planning methods, as also IWRM is 
part of the official planning guidelines. A fragment from an interview with the head of city planning 
of Navotas:    

“Participatory planning is very important. I have attended the World City Summit in 
Singapore; we attend that every 2 years. And all the success stories of all the new award-
winning cities, those mayors are telling that the key to success for projects, for a program, is 
participatory planning. You should involve the community; the people. We are doing it here in 
Navotas for all our plans. The annual development plan, the comprehensive development 
plan, and the comprehensive land use plan… we do all of them participatory: we tap all the 
sectors that are involved in the community, we invite them for workshops, we see to it that all 
participate, are represented.” (local source)  

 
This quote is the perfect example of a nirvana concept at work: a policy concept, celebrated in 
international policy discourse, said to be applied everywhere in Navotas (François Molle, Mollinga, & 
Wester, 2009). However, ‘real’ consultation does not often take place in the practice of planning in 
Navotas. Let alone transferring decision-making power to the community, as the international 
buzzword is often referring to (local sources).  
 
A dialogue from another interview:   

- Barangay secretary (BS): ‘Every barangay has his own representative to the City’  
- Interviewer (I): ‘How does that system work?  
- BS: [while laughing] ‘supposedly’. Supposedly we have to talk, we have to attend, we have to 

express or… it is what is supposed to be that you can talk to the city and express your 
concerns. That is in theory. But in reality…  

- I: So, in what point in time are you usually informed about projects such as the dyke?  
- BS: It is all hear say about these plans. Because Manila Bay is about a lot of money. Because 

the dialogues have already been done. We were just not included. They can just go on.  
- I: So, people will just one day wake up and there are the construction workers?  
- BS: Yes, that is exactly how it usually goes.  

 
Respondents from the CSO’s mentioned that focus group discussion related to the dyke had been 
organized, but that only certain (non-critical) organisations are invited. Or that friends of local 
consultants or of policy officers signed the mandatory representation sheets.23 An ACCORD24 
employee: “What happens in Navotas in reality, and in most of the Philippines, is that city makes its 
                                                             
23 Kadamay: “Ususally, it is paper consultation. A friend of the official that signs it. And then the construction 
workers turn up and demolish the houses.” 
24 As explained in CH3, the PfR project that ACCORD implements aims to address this gap, by making plans at 
the city- and barangay level more participatory, evidence-based, comprehensive, and integrated. To make 
plans more evidence-based, reflecting the concerns of the people, they conduct interviews with inhabitants to 
map the issues and prioritize measures. In the tradition of community-based disaster risk reduction, a 
landscape approach does not depart from one particular hazard (flooding) but asks people their fears and 
needs directly (Coates, 2018a; Heijmans, 2012). Securing a source of income, a livelihood is consistently ranked 
as the most important risk. Resilience in their view, means being able to bounce back. Thus, having a livelihood 
is a necessary condition of achieving resilience. 
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own plan and usually just let one or two people craft the plan. That is why the data is not based on 
up-to-date data and the plans don’t reflect the experiences of the people in the barangay. There is a 
lack of consultation and a lack of coordination.”  
 

Uncertainty about development projects  
Great uncertainty exists in the communities about ongoing- and future development projects such as 
the dyke, reclamation for relocation, the Navotas Bay Boulevard Business Parc (NBBBP). The 
proceedings of land reclamation projects in Navotas happens in a fuzzy mixture of patronage 
relations, powerful mayor, upcoming elections in 2019, and corporate interests (local sources). Land 
is a scarce resource in Manila Bay and the financial interests involved in creating new land from 
water are enormous (Asare Okyere et al., 2015; Borras & Franco, 2008). LGU’s have problems 
acquiring land for public services such as roads, waste- and water management services, and social 
housing due to land scarcity, high-percentage of private land ownership, land rights issues, and the 
connected high prices (Berner, 1997; local sources; City government of Navotas). This results 
congestion of the city’s traffic system, and an overall lack of space for the provision of public services 
 
In 2011, after public unrest, the Public Reclamation Authority (PRA) had to shelve its National 
Reclamation Plan (local sources). Peoples’ Organisation Kalikasan believes many of the projects that 
were part of the National Reclamation Plan, are still executed but in a decentralized and un-
coordinated manner. Environmental effects of the land reclamation project remain to be seen, 
depending on the execution, but earlier examples of land reclamation projects in Manila Bay have 
put pressure on the already vulnerable ecological system (DENR-MBCO, 2015).  
 
Besides lack of consultation, one step below on Arnstein’s (1969) participation ladder, the availability 
of quality information is also problematic. When asked who to turn to for information about the dyke 
or other reclamation projects, people do not know where to go anymore and say to have received 
little- or low-quality information on the proceedings. Contradicting accounts on whether inhabitants 
were consulted exist at the barangay level of Navotas. Kalikasan, peoples’ organization for 
environmental protection, says about the participation and information provision in Navotas:  

“In Navotas, they don’t know what kind of reclamation is going to hit them. Is it going to be a 
highway, a mall? It is proof of a lack of democratic process. That is what it is. The barangay 
should have more information. Why don’t they have it?”  

 
The rumours about land reclamation projects and the fear that future projects will imply eviction, is a 
great source of distress among the small-scale fisherfolk and urban poor communities. 
It is unclear which projects are upcoming, who are behind them, and which level of government is 
responsible.  
Regarding the dyke, CSO-members, the local BFAR, and barangay officers have tried several routes to 
reach the mayor, even sending letters to senators. The uncertainty causes great distress among the 
citizens. Moreover, being kept in the dark, or soothed with false promises, it is harder to gather 
citizens and organize public protests. Without timely and quality information, urban poor and small-
scale fisherfolk do not have the time to prepare and strategize in case of eviction (local sources).  
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Un-invited participation  
During interviews at the barangay level with members of CSO’s, questions were asked about their 
lobbying strategies for influencing policy of the barangay and/or city level. Multiple sectors are well 
represented, the women, the elderly, the fisherfolk, the workers, the church, the disabled, the youth 
– all have their own organisations. There are multiple organisations so individuals can decide by 
which one they feel best represented.  
 
However, as power is so unequally distributed, many at the barangay level still feel like they have 
almost no way to influence public policy. It depends upon personal connections (clientelism), and the 
luck that willing individuals take place in the barangay council, whether concerns are heard. The 
barangay level is most approachable; but whether the barangay can have influence in the city’s 
policies, and even higher up is questioned and strongly depends upon the relation between the 
barangay captain and/or counsellors and the mayor and the particular CSO asking questions. 
Moreover, fisherfolk of the group Pamalakaya have reported to have received threats from the 
Maritime Industry Authority after organizing public protests, and another fisherfolk organisation 
mentioned harassments by coast guards (Pamalakaya, 2017).  
 
 

 
Figure 11. Manila Bay from the Navotas City Hall. 
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4.7  Environmental justice concerns: Ecological integrity  
 
Zwarteveen & Boelens (2014, p. 147) describe the need to include a fourth dimension of socio-
ecological justice, as ‘the life-securing and life-threatening nature of the resource [water], its 
embeddedness in delicate and dynamically shaped socio-natural environments, and the need to 
sustain livelihood security for current as well as future generations.’ (ibid).  
 
The local economy heavily depends on the ecological integrity of the bay. The degradation of 
ecological systems in Manila bay has led to a decline in species diversity and fish stocks. Lower 
valuable catch and lower volumes are the result, pushing small-scale fisherfolk that have no other 
source of income to go further out into the sea and catch more. The industrializing fishing sector 
poses greater competition. They experience greater and greater restrictions on where they can fish 
in the previously open municipal waters. All factors are contributing to over-fishing. Also, before, 
fishermen without a boat could still catch fish/shell-fish directly from the shores. But this is no longer 
possible. A fisherman: “Before, we did not need money to eat. We had the fish...”.  
 
Furthermore, the polluted waters cause great health risks to the inhabitants. Urban poor live closest 
to the waters, often on unstable structures just above the water level. The lead of Kalikasans’ People 
Network for the Environment said, poetically: “The urban poor are forced to live in the waterways, 
they live in the pathway of garbage of everyone else.” Urban poor are literally living in the streams of 
negative externalities of the rapid development of Manila Bay. Their children swim in the waters and 
fisherfolk wade through the polluted streams. (local sources).  
 
Another cause of concern is the recently constructed landfill near the last remaining patch of 
mangroves. Leakage from the landfill has further affected the water quality. 25 Moreover, Navotas 
receives waste from other sources in the watershed as well. The Head of City Planning of Navotas:  

“We do coastal clean ups. But we are not the only ones producing garbage. With a typhoon, 
the garbage also comes from anywhere else. If there is a storm surge, all the garbage comes, 
it is dumped in the coastal, street roads, open spaces, everywhere are piles of garbage.”  
 

The overall pollution turns living and working along the coast of Navotas into a dangerous affair.   
 

                                                             
25 ACCORD employees once tried to go there with a visit but were followed by an armed man who said they 
could not go further; the choice for placing the landfill near Tanza and its operation have taken place in 
questionable circumstances.  
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Figure 12. Pollution, informal settlements, and the dyke under construction in Tangos South. 

4.8  Connecting Navotas to the larger Manila Bay area  
 
Due to the limited scope of this research, the fieldwork was restricted to Navotas and the barangay 
in which ACCORD already had established their networks. However, interviews with national CSO’s 
representing urban poor, small-scale fisherfolk and environmental groups, showed that many of the 
environmental justice concerns in Navotas resemble the environmental injustices as experienced in 
Cavite, Bataan, and the other areas along the coast of Manila Bay (local sources).  
 
Most prominent, as its implementation is closest, the San Miguel corporation Aerotropolis airport 
proposal, land reclamation project, is topic of fierce resistance and heated national debate (local 
sources). The ecologically degraded state of Manila Bay is by some in the national discussion used as 
a justification for land reclamations. The argument is that the water quality is already so bad, that 
these areas can just as well be reclaimed/given up. Conservation efforts should be directed 
elsewhere. Fisherfolk organizations oppose that message, advocating for conservation and 
restoration of the fish-stocks (Philstar, 2019).  
 
For the San Miguel Aerotropolis project, 700 families in the town of Taliptip, Bulacan, would be 
displaced and lose their fishing livelihoods (Environmental Justice Atlas, 2019). San Miguel 
Corporation supported government-led clean-up projects, according to critics presenting a conflict of 
interest as they need the area to be ‘cleaned’ to make way for their development projects. In March 
2019, a fire broke out in one of the barangays most resisting the Aerotropolis project. Local sources 
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mention hazy circumstances and refer as an explanation to the story of an informal settlement town 
that completely disappeared after a series of disasters in the form of fires, and land rights disputes.  
 
On its ground now rises one of the largest Mall complexes in Quezon City, owned by development 
firm Ayala land. TriNoMa’s website (2019) states TriNoMa is ‘a sanctuary of retail and relaxation 
north of the Metropolis. Critics fear that what is happening now in the provinces of Cavite and 
Bulacan, will in the future also be a reality for the fishing communities in Navotas.  
Considering the amphibious character of the coastline, powerful actors push to change a large area 
of the bay into more terrestrial land usages.26 
 

 
Figure 13. Overview reclamation projects, from planning team presentation slides, 2018 

 

                                                             
26 Pamalakaya presented records that 43 reclamation projects in Manila Bay will cover more than 32000 ha of 
the 194400 ha bay, which has a 190-kilometer coastline that runs through Cavite province, Parañaque, Pasay, 
Manila, Malabon, Navotas, and Bulacan, Papamga and Bataan provinces (Enano & Aurelio, 2019). A local 
newspaper presented that next to ‘Aerotropolis’ in Bulacan (1168 ha airport), other land reclamation projects 
in the bay are: Manila Solar city (148 ha), Horizon Manila Project (419 ha), New Manila Bay International 
Community (407,24 ha), Navotas City Coastal Bay [in another article called NBBBP] (650 ha), Baseco [the largest 
informal settlement in Metro Manila] Rehabilitation and development Inc. reclamation (50 ha), City of Pearl in 
Baseco (407 ha), PRA Baseco (40ha), Bacoor City (944 ha), Cavite Coast on Sangley Point (2700 ha), Las Piñas-
Parañaque Coastal Bay (635 ha), Waterfront Manila Bay (318 ha), and SM Prime Holdings (300 ha and 60 ha) 
(Enano & Aurelio, 2019).   
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Chapter 5. Manila Bay Sustainable Development Master Plan  
 
5.1  Introduction  
 
The Manila Bay Sustainable Development Masterplan (MBSDMP) was initiated to help steer the 
development of Manila Bay into a more ‘sustainable’ and ‘inclusive’ direction. The plan intends to 
integrate economic development with ecosystem protection, inclusive growth, climate change 
adaptation, disaster risk reduction, water quality improvement, and the upgrading of informal 
settlements (NEDA et al., 2018).  
 
The MBSDMP is a consultancy project that runs from January 2018 until July 2020 and is partly 
funded- and initiated by the Dutch government. The MBSDMP fits within the larger trend of planning 
processes using ‘The Dutch Delta Approach’ abroad. The Dutch Delta Approach has been branded as 
an inclusive method to deal with the myriad of competing user groups present in coastal areas 
(Minkman & Buuren, 2018; Stravens, 2018a; Zwarteveen, 2018b). Special characteristics of the 
MBSDMP are its ecological boundary (the bay scale), high-level- (covering four provinces, and over 
25 million people), and long-term perspective (2040) (see § 5.3).   
 
This chapter provides background information on the perspective of the actors involved with Dutch 
Master Planning in the Netherlands and abroad. Using the actor-oriented approach, it describes how 
actors interpret the scope-, objectives-, and role of participation in the MBSDMP differently.  
 

5.2  Dutch Master Planning abroad  
 
The 1953 deadly flooding in the South of the Netherlands led to the creation of the first Dutch Delta 
Program. The Delta Works were constructed and the disaster created a strong incentive to prioritize 
water safety in Dutch policy-making (Keessen et al., 2016). In 2010, a new Delta program was 
presented aiming to take precautionary action in times of climate change (Deltacommissaris, 2018). 
Almost immediately after the new Delta program was launched, the Dutch government wished to 
policy transfer experiences with strategic planning processes (Minkman, Letitre, & Buuren, 2018; 
Minkman, Letitre, & van Buuren, 2018; Wesselink, 2016). In 2019, supported by Dutch funding, 
strategic master planning processes have been conducted in Bangladesh, Indonesia, Vietnam, New 
York, Benin, Mozambique, New York, and now in the Philippines (Boomsma et al., 2015; Dutch High 
level Expert Team IWRM Myanmar (HEIM), 2016). 27 Deltares (2018) stated on their website that: 
experience gained in similar projects in Bangladesh, Vietnam, Myanmar and Indonesia will contribute 
to the planning study in the Philippines. These strategic planning processes have been branded by 
the Dutch Water Sector promotion entities as ‘The Dutch Delta Approach’. 

                                                             
27 The International Water Ambition (IWA) of the Netherlands focusses on deltaic regions, as they are seen to 
face similar challenges as encountered in the Dutch Delta (Dutch Government, 2016). The Philippines is 
characterized as a delta-light country [because it is not a Delta, but a bay…], thus eligible for less funding 
(Partners voor Water, 2018). The notion of the Philippines being a ‘Delta-light’ country was a source of great 
hilarity for a local respondent: “What does Delta-light even mean? Can you ask them at the Dutch ministries?” 
(local source). 
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Dutch foreign policy on water and development   
The underlying objectives of Dutch master planning abroad range from knowledge exchange to 
economic diplomacy (Boomsma et al., 2015). In 2013, a shift was announced for Dutch foreign 
development policy to move ‘from aid to trade’ (Inspectie Ontwikkelingssamenwerking en 
Beleidsevaluatie (IOB), 2017, p. 38).  In the current third term of Rutte’s administration, a right-
leaning government, government parties keep emphasizing the importance of supporting Dutch 
businesses abroad (Hoebink, 2006; van Lieshout, Went, & Kremer, 2010). Subsequently, a key 
legitimizing strategy for development projects is to contribute to innovations that might be 
exportable and/or create business opportunities.  
 
The water sector is chosen as one of the nine ‘top-sectors’ and is thus eligible for extra funding. 
Traditionally, the Dutch water technology sector was strongest, focusing on dredging, land 
reclamation, and the water safety technology. Increasingly, this is added by ‘softer’ forms of water 
management such as building with nature and a focus on ‘inclusive and collaborative’ governance 
models (Hoebink, 2006; Minkman, Letitre, & van Buuren, 2018).  
The Partners for Water program will spend 51 million between 2016 and 2021 on water project in 
urban delta’s abroad (Both ENDS et al., 2017, p. 91). However, ‘a prerequisite for financing from the 
Dutch government is that the submitted projects also offer prospects of trade, investments, and 
contracts.’ (ibid). Economic diplomacy is meant to help cover financial risks of projects abroad and 
the local embassies have a supporting role in contract acquisition (Both ENDS et al., 2017).  
 
In the Netherlands, public debate is ongoing about the question whether the water development 
projects abroad are a classic case of self-interested economic diplomacy, or a genuine approach to 
share knowledge and learn together to tackle challenges in urban Delta’s worldwide (Meindertsma, 
2018; Stravens, 2018a, 2018b; Zwarteveen, 2018a).  
Besides the International Water Ambitions’ (IWA) support for economic diplomacy, the Dutch 
government also knows a phenomenon called: ‘samenspraak in tegenspraak’ [working together in 
opposition]. This basically implies that the Dutch government’s (partly) grants funding to critical 
NGO’s. These organizations can work independently and criticize that same government’s policy, for 
example through advocacy for often weaker groups in society (Turner, 2017). It is one of the many 
checks-and-balances build into the Dutch political-institutional system. For instance, SOMO and Both 
ENDS, are research- and advocacy NGO’s have in this manner been able to conduct the Social Justice 
at Bay study of the Jakarta NCICD Masterplan.  
 

5.3  Characteristics of Dutch Master Planning  
 
So, what is the Dutch Delta Approach? Minkman (2018) explains that no real definition of the Dutch 
delta approach can be provided, since the actors involved use the label strategically for different 
purposes in practice. Still, there are certain re-occurring assumptions about ‘Dutch’ water 
management abroad, that return in the various stories that are told about the strategic master 
planning processes initiated.  
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Three characteristics primarily emerged from the coding-analysis conducted using data from this 
MBSDMP case-study. Namely, the scope of planning for an (1) ecological water-related boundary, (2) 
the high-level of the planning exercise, and (3) the long-term planning timeframe.  
 

Planning for ecological boundaries: delta’s, river basins, bays… 
To start with the observation that all Dutch master planning processes depart from a water-
perspective. In line with latest theories on IWRM and watershed planning, water-related planning 
units such as a delta, bay, or river basin are used as point of departure (Woodhouse & Muller, 2017).  
The Dutch water-orientation is also visible in the proud celebration of the oldest democratic 
institutions in the Netherlands: the water boards (Dutch Water Sector, 2018).28 The creation of 
polders spurred farmers to work together to construct dykes and negotiate the level of the water 
table. ‘Polderen’ still has a double meaning in the Dutch language. Referring both to the Dutch 
practice of reclaiming land from the sea, as well as to a decision-making method in which all 
stakeholders are actively involved and endlessly talk together to reach a compromise (Van Praag, 
2002; Zegwaard, 2016). During the PfR field visit to Navotas, a Dutch RVO senior asked to the 
Philippine government officials present: “Do you have something like water boards?” In light of a 
discussion about lacking coordination in water management in the Philippines, water-oriented 
institutions were mentioned as a solution.  
Water boards, next to the Dutch Delta Plan, are increasingly targeted as a potential exportable 
governance models (Unie van Waterschappen, 2019). A group of journalists and social scientists’ 
critiques this development. Because exporting social institutions to different contexts is not un-
problematic (Dupont-Nivet & Woutersen, 2017; van der Vleuten & Disco, 2004; Woutersen & 
Dupont-Nivet, 2018). However, in general, the development receives applause from within the 
policy-making community and the larger public audience. Dutch policy-makers and citizens seem 
happy to celebrate the hundred-years old institutions. Reflected by phrases such as: ‘we’ are good in 
water’ (Vleuten & Disco, 2004; Zwarteveen, 2015).29 
 

High-level planning  
Strategic master planning is supposed to grant an overarching perspective. Providing a bird-eye view 
on the myriad of planning and stakeholders that is ongoing at lower levels of governance. According 
to literature on Dutch strategic master planning, this bird-eye view, helps to balance planning 
priorities and make long-term decisions (Zevenbergen, Khan, van Alphen, Terwisscha van Scheltinga, 
& Veerbeek, 2018). In this way, a clear line of action can be distilled. In the Netherlands, the top-
down overarching institution of the Delta Commission ensures the execution of this long-term vision. 
The Delta commissioner is the head of this relatively separate body of high-level overarching water 
policy making. Long-term budget allocation for water management is secured through the Delta fund 
is separated from ‘regular’ national government’s budget allocation, dedicated to long-term 
investments (Zegwaard, 2016).  

                                                             
28 The official website of the Dutch water sector informs us that “From the early middle ages onwards, we have 
reclaimed and defended land from the sea” […] “The sector uses the historical body of knowledge in 
Netherlands about water management and governance institutions to promote its business abroad. It 
succeeded in increasing its exports since 1994 substantially.” (Dutch Water Sector, 2018). 
29 At birthday parties, uncles refer to the national pride of the delta works. How good ‘we’ are, as a nation 
fighting the sea (Vleuten & Disco, 2004; Zwarteveen, 2015).  
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The fact that both funding- and decision-making is placed relatively outside the normal sphere of 
political decision-making, exemplifies the de-politicized and managerial character of Dutch water 
management (Joy et al., 2014; Roth et al., 2017). It is an effective mode of top-down governance, but 
from a democratic point of view, this practice can be questioned. Those same celebrated 
waterboards are in a way sub-ordinated by the Delta Commission as a higher-level governance 
institution – although in practice struggle exists between government institutions over influence in 
the water policy domain in the Netherlands.  
 

Long-term planning orientation  
The newest Delta program has not started in response to a past disaster (such as the 1953 flood) but 
was instigated to spur precautionary action for a ‘future’ disaster (climate change) (Zegwaard, 2016). 
The latest wave in water management, Adaptive Water Management (AWM), points to the need for 
water managers to look ahead. Essential elements are planning for the future, using model 
estimations, using risks language, and coping with inherent uncertainties (Van Der Zaag, 2008). 
AWM’s attention to complexities- and uncertainties in water management, and the aim to promote 
more long-term thinking in policy-making can play a role in solving environmental issues such as 
climate change and land subsidence (Dewulf & Termeer, 2015; Kallis, Kiparsky, & Norgaard, 2009; 
Seijger et al., 2017). During the interview, NEDA policy officers stated that the long planning time-
frame, to 2040 and ultimately 2100 for the MBSDMP, is new to them. They hope to create buy-in for 
the long-term vision created by the MBSDMP for it to transcend administrations (local sources).  
 
Besides, accompanied by a trust in markets, securing long-term financing and investments through 
public-private-partnerships plays a key role in the Dutch Delta Approach (Deltares, 2018). The 
MBSDMP planning team includes finance specialists that look to secure funding for precautionary 
water management (international sources). The Jakarta Master Plan emphasized the need of 
developing new business cases, also by including private investors and emphasizing the need for 
long-term investments (Both ENDS et al., 2017). This matches mainstream perspectives on 
development in which investments in infrastructure are seen to contribute to the growth of the 
national economy and eventually benefit all inhabitants (Achterhuis et al., 2010; Bankoff, 1999). All 
in all, using Adaptive water Management methods, political decisions are made- and/or influenced 
about large investments in infrastructure and thus about the direction of a country’s overall 
development.  
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Figure 14. 12 Building Blocks of the Dutch Delta Approach (website Dutch Water Sector, 2018). 

 
5.4  What is the MBSDMP?  
 
The strategic planning process for Manila Bay officially started in January 2018 and is planned to last 
until 2020. 30 However, using the planning process lens of the actor-oriented approach, it should be 
noted that the MBSDMP builds upon the development of a masterplan for Tacloban, Leyte and the 
2015 Disaster Risk Reduction Mission. In a local newspaper: “After the mission, the Dutch experts 
confirmed the urgent need for a framework for the development and management of the Bay area 
(Leyco, 2018).” 31 During the time of this field work (Nov 2018 – Jan 2019) the MBSDMP was still in 
the strategizing phase. This allowed for observation of multiple (informal) negotiations about the 
shape the MBSDMP was taking, and the role participation should take-up within the project.  
In the next part, using the actor-oriented approach that views the MBDSMP as a process, the 
diverging interpretations of the MBSDMP, contested scope and objectives, and the role of 

                                                             
30 Notably, the planning should have started right in 2015 after the DRR-mission. Difficulties with ensuring 
funding caused delay and the MBSDMP officially started in January 2018. (international sources).  
31 I was explained by an ACCORD employee that the work for MBSDMP and its multi-stakeholder approach was 
set in motion during the previous administration (after the 2013 DRR missions already). It was approved during 
‘early’ Duterte administration. Many things have changed since Duterte came into power in 2016. It could be 
that support for a project such as the MBSDMP, headed by a foreign consulting team, is decreasing under 
(nationalist) Duterte (local source).  
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participation which is being negotiated as a boundary concept will be discussed. As a representative 
of one of the involved organizations stated: “The MBSDMP is hazy, people strategize and interpret its 
objectives, scope, etc. in various ways. In the ways they want it to be.” (local source).  
 

Objectives  
The official Terms of Reference, repeated in the situation atlas, of the MBSDMP state that the 
importance of the manila Bay area for the national economy (generating 53% of the country’s GDP 
and hosting +/- 25 million people) requires the development of an ‘inclusive’ masterplan. 32 The 
masterplan should provide a vision for the development of the entire bay and help construct the 
supporting institutional framework. The MBSDMP focusses on Manila Bay and the immediate coastal 
zone, while also taking into account influences of the larger watershed.  
 
The initial request from NEDA (National Economic and Development Authority) was to provide an 
evaluative framework for the 32 solicited- and unsolicited proposals for land reclamation projects.33 
The Dutch government did not want the responsibility of ‘assessing’ individual projects, but instead 
offered to contribute to the development of a strategic masterplan (international sources). Still, the 
objective for NEDA, is to formulate a masterplan that will guide decision-makers (higher-level) in the 
assessment and approval of development projects within the Manila Bay area.  
 
In a way, the MBSDMP is a typical consultancy project, offering advice to policy-makers of NEDA that 
in turn have to provide guidance and hope to be able to steer decision-makers of the Philippine 
government (in particular the NEDA secretariat, of which president Duterte is the president).34 In an 
interview, NEDA policy officers stated: “We also still hope for a clear go and no go framework to 
guide the agencies.”. Next to a clear decision-making framework, providing a zoning scheme also 
popped up in interviews as a possible delivery for the MBSDMP.  
 

                                                             
32 MBSDMP objectives in MBSDMP atlas: ‘Formulate a sustainable master plan for the development of Manila 
Bay which will guide decision-makers in the assessment and approval of programs/activities/projects (PAPs) for 
implementation in the Manila Bay that are consistent with national, regional and local priority policies 
including management and development plans.’ 
33 In later interviews with Pamalakaya, a number of 43 proposals was mentioned. In general, there is unclarity 
about the exact number of proposals – especially the ‘unsolicited’ ones. 
34 In that respect, it seems to be a classic case of wishing for ‘truth’ (outside independent advice) to speak to 
power (the decision-makers, president, amidst local political processes involving large investors, development 
projects, and corruption). A NEDA policy officer: “In Chapter 19 of the Philippine Development Plan, it is stated 
that we aim to make our planning more science-based. We need a masterplan, based on study which includes 
expert advice and stakeholder consultations. Not just an opinion.” (local source).  
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Figure 15. Spatial modelling of reclamations; presentation by the consultancy team, Dec 7th, 2018. 

Scope 
The MBSDMP situation atlas (2018) states that the plan focusses on Manila Bay and its immediate 
coastal zone, but also considers the influence of the catchment area: the rivers contributing to 
discharge in Manila Bay. In practice, most emphasis is laid upon the immediate coastal zone of 
Manila Bay. Hence, instead of speaking of planning for the ‘watershed’, this thesis speaks of the ‘bay-
perspective’.  
 
It became apparent throughout the interview process how the boundaries of the scope of the 
MBSDMP are continuously contested. An MBSMDP consultant: “The challenge is being focused, and 
not being overwhelmed by all the issues that are dumped in the planning process.” For example: an 
association of municipalities outside the NCR (ABB-BP) stressed the importance of taking into 
account tributaries. Also, an NGO employee wanted to ‘truly’ practice integrated Disaster Risk 
Reduction and thus include the upstream perspective:   

“Waste is not just coming from ISF and business settlements, I was pushing Deltares, hoping 
we could have a look at both the upstream and the downstream; where the waste is coming 
from! The river system.” (local source).  

 
In terms of content, most attention is geared towards water quality and land reclamations. The 
primary reason being that at the moment, also a Masterplan for water supply and sanitation and a 
National masterplan for transportation are being developed (international sources). About that 
justification, the same local source said:  

“I was hoping the MBSDMP would really look to integrate the plans. But [team lead] says that 
the other plans are already there, so we just take those as an assumption, and work on what 
is left, for our part.”  

 
Unclarity about the scope and objectives of the MBSDMP and the influence the document once 
published would have was persistent in the field. This was also observed by the research conducted 
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by the Netherlands Commission of Environmental Assessment, they came to the Philippines in 
November 2018 to give advice on the execution of the MBSDMP planning process (NCEA, 2018).35  
 

MBSDMP’s organizational structure  
The Deltares’ (2018) website states that the MBSDMP planning project will ‘cost approximately 5 
million euros, with 1 million euros being paid by the Netherlands  (Deltares, 2018).’  
The National Economic and Development Authority (NEDA) is the commissioner of the MBSDMP. The 
MBSDMP planning team is led by the not-for-profit branch of Deltares, a Dutch water 
research/consultancy institution. The Dutch embassy emphasized that the Philippine government 
wanted state-state assistance. Although many Dutch water companies wanted in, NEDA did not want 
the Dutch (private) water sector involved.  
Matching partner agreements were sought after to increase the man-hours available and add 
necessary expertise to reach planning goals, for example in the organization of participation. The 
activities of Deltares are complemented by a matching partner agreement with Vereniging 
Nederlandse Gemeenten (VNG) international, Partners for Resilience (PfR), PUM (Netherlands Senior 
Experts) and the Dutch NCEA (Netherlands Commission for Environmental Assessment). In November 
2018, the contracts for a matching partners agreement were signed with PfR. Through PfR’s 
established relations in the field, and experience build-up in other projects, they will contribute to 
the MBDSMP. However, the late signing of the contracted reduced the time available to complete 
this task.  
Together, all parties are referred to in official communications as the Dutch Expert Team (DET). They 
collaborate with the Local Consultant Team (LCT), a consortium of three Philippine consultancy firms 
(Tractabel, OICDI, and ENGIE). (MBSDMP, 2018; Nauta, 2018). The LCT stands in a direct contractual 
relation with NEDA and is responsible for the delivery of the intermitted products. The DET is 
responsible for the delivery of the final MBSDMP. The LCT delivers the far greater share in term of 
man-hours and people working on the MBSDMP.  
 

A learning process?  
A reason for the Dutch government to contribute financially is that the MBSDMP-case can contribute 
to the further development of the ‘inclusive and collaborative’ approach to water management 
(international sources). Considering the method of the Dutch Delta Approach, the MBSDMP adds to 
the growing list of master planning projects abroad. In this way, the Dutch government hopes to 
learn from earlier experiences and further develop an integrated and multi-stakeholder approach 
that is able to balance development projects and negative externalities. In this way, ideally, the dual 

                                                             
35 The NCEA (2018) report: ‘Once it is clearer what kind of solutions are to be addressed in the MBSDBMP, it 
will also be more obvious to stakeholders how the plan affects them.’ The NCEA (2018) note: ‘the expectations 
on these decisions seem to differ greatly amongst key actors that were consulted. In one discussion the 
MBSDMP was characterized as a more general set of planning objectives that would guide the efforts of a 
range of governmental agencies in the Manila Bay. Others expect the plan to encompass specific flood 
protection measures or direct the next round of infrastructural expenditures in the Manila Bay area by NEDA 
itself. The expectation that the MBSDMP will tackle reclamation development in the Manila Bay is widely held.  
In practically every meeting that the NCEA held during the mission to Manila, concern was raised over this 
development. People are looking towards the MBSDMP to set a concrete framework for reclamations in the 
Bay, defining how many reclamations may take place, where and under what conditions.” 
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International Water Ambition (IWA) policy objectives of generating export-options and knowledge 
sharing would be reached.  
 
In interviews, the MBSDMP was also referred to by individuals working at international and local 
NGO’s as a learning process for the Philippine side. ‘If they [Philippine Government] see the 
advantages of the multi-stakeholder process, or of looking to the future, and adopt it, that is already 
a success.’ (international source). Another interviewee:  

“Philippine planners have to make a shift in their paradigm. Masterplans are not set in stone, 
things change. It is a living document, but that is different from the usual masterplan and 
people don’t understand that.” (local source).  
 

Others also kept stressing the ‘newness’ of this type of planning in the Philippines. Yet, when 
speaking to the local consultants of the MBSDMP however, they seemed to perceive a smaller 
contrast between the MBSDMP and regular master planning in the Philippines. A senior member of 
the LCT stated:  

“In terms of the process, I think it is essentially the same. Except that [the masterplan on 
sanitation] was a national masterplan, and this one is just for Manila Bay [….] The client is 
still the same, it is NEDA, so it always starts with a situational analysis, then with strategy 
formulation, and then the final masterplan.” (local source).  

And a local NGO representative:  
“They look at solid waste, liquid waste, and ISF removal as solutions for low water quality of 
the bay… it is the same old way of planning as all those other masterplans.” (local source).  

 
As in terms of people working on the MBSDMP, the LCT far outnumber the Dutch experts. It seemed 
a large part of the ‘job’ of the Dutch team lead and PfR coordinator to keep storytelling and explain 
what they believed these new ways of the Dutch Delta Approach/Adaptive Water Management 
were, justify the relevance, and show how methodologically they could be incorporated.  
Besides, among Dutch actors, the hope was expressed that if the Philippine government was 
convinced by the use of The Dutch Delta Approach methods, they would also hire Dutch water 
companies/consultancy firms for future projects (international source). 
 

5.5  The role of participation   
 
Nirvana planning-models such as integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM), strategic delta 
planning, Adaptive Water Management (AWM) are theoretically based upon sound participation 
(Woodhouse & Muller, 2017). But ‘participation’ can mean almost everything to anyone (Cornwall, 
2008). While stakeholder participation is put central in the Dutch Delta Approach, obtaining the 
mentioned corresponding benefits such as ‘inclusivity’ is not self-evident. 
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A (Dutch) push for more participation   
Dutch critical NGO’s SOMO and Both ENDS 
used the normative benchmark of IWRM to 
critique the Jakarta NCICD Masterplan (Both 
ENDS et al., 2017, p. 201). Earlier Dutch 
Master Planning processes in Jakarta, 
Bangladesh, and Vietnam have been criticized 
by lack of involvement of local groups and 
neglect of the local context in applying 
Adaptive Delta Management methods (Hasan 
et al., n.d.; Hasana et al., 2012; Kallis et al., 
2009; Stravens, 2018b).   
 
Prins (2018) states that the Dutch Delta 
Approach is promoted as a participatory 
approach. Yet, in Jakarta, the focus in reality 
seemed to focus on technocratic methods and 
old-school water management techniques 
(ibid). And according to Hirsch, the director of 
Both ENDS: “The principles of participation 
and the rights of women, crucial pillars for 
effective water management are embedded in 
the analysis and mission of the Dutch water 
ambition, but fade into the background when worked out in practice.” (Stravens, 2018a)  
 
Moreover, the inclusivity of participatory planning processes in the Netherlands itself also has 
received critiques. Long consultation processes can tire stakeholders. Often outcomes of the process 
have been pre-determined by the project leaders. This results in a kind of instrumentalist form of 
participation. Dutch participatory processed tend to be elitist and reflect the de-politicized 
managerial character of Dutch water management (Roth et al., 2017; van Buuren & Edelenbos, 2008; 
Van Praag, 2002).  
 

How the MBSDMP’s promise for participation was raised  
Water management literature stresses the need of ‘sound participation’ (Ludwig, Kabat, Schaik, & 
Valk, 2009; Van Der Zaag, 2008; Woodhouse & Muller, 2017). And the Dutch special envoy for water 
stressed during a public debate at Wageningen University in September 2018 how the tradition of 
water boards and multi-stakeholder government planning (poldering) had made the Dutch experts in 
the ‘inclusive and collaborative’ approach. In combination with critiques by NGO’s, Dutch actors feel 
a push from within the Netherlands to create a more ‘participatory’ planning process (International 
sources). The Dutch MBSDMP team lead emphasized to take these concerns seriously: “This time 
[after Jakarta], we are going to involve everyone”. In the MBSDMP atlas a description of a ‘high 
ambition’ for the quality of participatory processes is provided. 36  

                                                             
36 From MBSDMP ATLAS about ‘participation’: “However, for decisions to be inclusive, it is not enough for the 
marginalized sectors or stakeholders to be represented or simply heard, their interests and concerns must be 

Figure 16. Cover Both Ends report (2017) 
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The emphasis on stakeholder involvement and participation is further visible in an interview with 
Marion Derckx, the ambassador of the Netherlands to the Philippines until December 2018 (Human 
Cities Coalition, 2017). According to both local- and international respondents, this ambassador was 
a driving force behind the DRR mission and the MBSDMP project. The promise of participation is 
reflected in the following interview-fragment:   

“Ambassador Derckx: When I had just arrived, some two and half years ago now, I found 
myself sitting next to the Deputy Director General of NEDA (National Economic and 
Development Authority of the Republic of the Philippines) and we discussed the Manila Bay. 
He noticed how the Netherlands can relate to the challenges of the Philippines when it comes 
to the Manila Bay. We talked about how Dutch democratic institutions and society developed 
around the management of water. We have a saying: If you don’t work together to maintain 
a dyke, then everyone gets their feet wet. In other words, water management requires 
stakeholder involvement. So really stakeholder involvement is in our blood. In the 
Netherlands, we have tried whatever possible and concluded that you shouldn’t fight the 
water. Instead you should work with the water. So, our emphasis is on working with nature 
and stakeholder involvement. Now, through the Embassy, NEDA has invited the Netherlands 
to help develop its Manila Bay Sustainable Development Master Plan (MBSDMP). All Dutch 
parties active in water management in Manila (e.g., private companies, NGOs, or knowledge 
institutions) that I have spoken with, they all share the goal of contributing to a more 
sustainable and resilient Manila. I always hear they would like to be at the table and 
cooperate in the MBSDMP. There is such a willingness from all sides, I am hopeful for the 
future of Manila Bay..” (Human Cities Coalition, 2017) 
 

Moreover, In June 2018, the Netherlands, social scientists organized a workshop about travelling 
Dutch delta plans (Zwarteveen, 2018b). Also present during that session was the lead of Kalikasan, a 
Philippine national. Raising doubts about the MBSDMP, a policy officer from the Dutch Ministry of 
Foreign affairs in response stressed the importance of participation in water management for the 
Dutch. This led the lead of Kalikasan to say during my interview with him (local source):  

- “We want to hold the Dutch to their promise to do it [participatory planning] better than 
business as usual, and give them the benefit of the doubt.” 

- [Interviewer] Where did you hear that promise?  
- In the June session [anomyzed – RVO employee] discussed the water strategy of the 

Netherlands, the democratic history, and the ideals for participation. And [anonymed – The 
Dutch Team Lead] also mentioned it, and it is in the memorandum of understanding.  

 
Additionally, with Partners for Resilience as a matching partner addition to the Dutch Expert Team, 
even more attention for inclusion of the voices of ‘the most vulnerable’ was promised. PfR as a 
Matching Partner aims to help and ensure that the voices of the people are included in the MBSDMP 
by tapping community contacts and supporting the organization of the stakeholder process (PfR, 

                                                             
addressed. It is in the process of addressing the interests of various stakeholders with varying and often 
conflicting interests, where inequality is most felt. In many instances, the processes are highly technical (e.g. 
reviewing the EIA reports of development project proponents), so that even if there is consultation or 
representation, there is no meaningful participation because stakeholders lack the capacity to protect their 
interests. (OIDCI et al., 2018) 
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2017). During the time of the field work, the actors involved were still strategizing on how to 
operationalize this aim and organize their contributions for participation.   
 
At last, on December 7th, during the MBSDMP technical committee meeting once again the promise 
of participation was raised: “Inclusiveness is a guiding principle of the MBSDMP. We try to reach out 
to all stakeholders, hear their heartbeats. So, we will reach out to your sector in the coming year.” 
(local source).  
 

Figure 17. Cover of DRR mission report of the Dutch Expert Team (2015) 

 

Organization of participation for the MBSDMP  
The participation specialist of the MBSDMP stated that the organization of participation for the 
MBDSMP should be characterized as ‘consultation’ and ‘information-provision’ on Arnstein’s (1969) 
ladder of citizen participation. Two rounds of focus group discussions were organized for the 
construction of the MBSDMP Situation Analysis. Stakeholders were divided per topic and type of 
organization. Also, field visits and separate interviews were conducted since the start of the planning 
process (local sources). A new round of focus group discussions was initially planned for January 
2019. However, these were postponed. The strategy for organizing participation in the MBSDMP was 
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still under development during the time of data collection. The participation specialist of the Local 
Consultant Team was still developing the best strategy for participation. 37 And the Partners for 
Resilience team that are providing assistance to include the voices of the most vulnerable, were 
during the time of the field work still discussing and negotiating how to best contribute to/approach 
participation for such a high-level planning project (local sources).  
 
All in all, the MBSDMP should be perceived as a top-down planning process that creates ‘invited’ 
spaces of participation (Gaventa, 2006). In terms of types of participation, it is aimed to consult 
actors, gather interests, complaints, and ideas, and use these to inform the consultants that draft the 
plan. The DET team-lead during a public presentation: “We are speaking with over 250 organizations, 
we are talking to them, we are listening.” (International source).  
 
Transparency was valued and planned to be increased as the planning team announced to provide 
the documents of the MBSDMP on an open website (international sources). Also, the statement 
‘everyone can participate, if they want to’ was often iterated. Nevertheless, participants in the 
organized focus group discussions have little influence in the actual decision-making process. The 
consultants are still the once deciding what information will be included, and in what manner.38 
Moreover, they are expecting the organizations to come to them. And actively seek-out the MBSDMP 
process and take the initiative for interviews.  

“We cannot speak with thousands of people, so we ask for representatives. We expect these 
representatives to truly represent the interest of the actors they stand for [Q: and how do you 
monitor that?] I don’t think we do that; check how they informed their communities. But if we 
[passively] run into another group that asks if they can participate; we will of course include 
them and show how that can be done.” (international source).  

 

Critiques   
During interviews, several respondents critiqued the de-facto organization of the focus group 
discussion and participatory activities of the MBSDMP until January 2019. Invitations were said to be 
send out late, sometimes events were just announced the day before. And the communication of 
times and places of venues was found to be insufficient, resulting in the exclusion of actors. Also, 
both civil society organizations and local government units had the impression that the perspective 
of the urban poor and small-scale fisherfolk was not well enough covered. Vital, as the public debate 
about land reclamations revolves around these groups.  
Time also was limited, as NEDA set a deadline for the provision of the MBSDMP. Moreover, the 
planning team consisted during the time of this field work of 1 – 5 Dutch experts, and roughly 30 

                                                             
37 MBSDMP Consultant: “It is difficult for us, to organize participation, because no one has an answer to the 
questions about the institutional setting. So, I can imagine that a participant thinks: what is the MBSDMP really 
all about?” (local source). 
38 Further illustration: a consultant of the Local Consultant Team, seemed to see a role as neutral arbiters from 
a higher bird-eye perspective [see CH 6] for the planning team: “I believe that it is important to involve all the 
key stakeholders for us to understand what the conditions are from their own perspective and from there also 
involve them in what the best solutions are. clearly, more heads are better than one. More perspectives are 
better than others, but it is also not to say that just because there is participation, that whatever is 
recommended, will be considered. That is where the role of the consultants come in. We have to distill that 
because we look from the larger picture. The stakeholders, like LGU's will see it from the limited concern, 
community based organizations have their limited concerns, we take the higher perspective.” (local source). 
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local consultants. Also, late delivery of draft versions of the reports made it difficult to process 
comments in time for organizations asked to review the drafts (local sources).  
 
When expressing these critiques, the response was given to actors that the commissioner NEDA has 
set strict deadlines, and that there are overall constraints in terms of resources; especially time. In 
response an NGO employee said: “True participation cannot be hurried. Yes, participation tends to 
delay things. Often that is the point.” (local source). Moreover, in the Netherlands itself, a senior 
Dutch water policy-maker explained how participation for the Dutch Delta Plan took over 4 years, 
also due to institutionally engrained and legally required structures of coordination and participation 
that lengthen the process (international source). Another respondent wondered:  

“Is it really a matter of the Dutch side trying to push their inclusive agenda, but failing, or is 
the Dutch side a willing victim of the unequal relation?” (local source).  

 
In response to these complaints, a MBSDMP consultant stated that the planning team was working 
very hard to produce the situation atlas in time. The fact that the atlas was published only one day 
before the Technical Committee meeting, according to him, was still an accomplishment. He added: 
“You have to try and keep up with the pace of the Masterplan. More and more parties join. To give 
everyone a chance to join, we will create a new update of the reports also.” (international source).  
This statement reflects the type of character of participation: top-down and invited.  
 

5.6  Different expectations for ‘participation’ in the MBSDMP  
 
Invited-participation has its own merits and flaws, but often does not commensurate well with the 
expectations that community-led organizations uphold for participation. Different expectations for 
the MBSDMP’s invited spaces of participation resulted in miscommunications and conflict.  
 

Softening the status quo…  
Community-based organizations within the PfR coalition, hoped to create a more emancipatory role 
for participation in the MBSDMP. Key in such an approach for participation would be capacity 
building to enable community members to advocate for themselves and organize the planning 
process in a way that its point of departure is the needs the people.  
ACCORD:  

“For us, they should go to the communities and see their situation. We would like to see 
inclusive development, that does not only cater to macro-economic growth, but also 
considers how this impacts the lives of the people along Manila Bay. A huge part of the 
population are fisherfolk, vulnerable people, urban poor, how will it impact their lives? I want 
them to see the situation in which these people live, to have interaction with them, to consult 
them. And not just token consultation. But really consider the interests of these people.” 
(local source).  

 
The Dutch PfR coordinator realized that they would not be able to hand-over decision making power, 
but still hoped that just creating insight in the impacts of the plans on the people on the ground, and 
how participatory planning can be done better, would make regular planning more participatory in 
the Philippines (international source).  
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“In the end, the MBSDMP is just an ‘advice’ to NEDA. And NEDA will decide whether they 
follow it or not. We cannot give them decision-making power. That they can participate, does 
not mean they will get what they want.” (international source)  

 
The Theory of Change of interviewees behind such a ‘softening the status quo’ response builds upon 
a slow individual people-oriented capacity building. An NGO employee:  

“It starts with breaking their usual mindsets. Even if we can influence just one person who are 
also able, have the capacity to influence the other decision makers, that could already make a 
difference.” (local source).  

One way to influence people is by trainings, or by bringing them in contact with the people 
expressing environmental justice concerns. Another NGO employee spoke of the Partners for 
Resilience visit to Navotas (see box), where consultants met face-to-face with the small-scale 
fisherfolk, and expressed the hope to use this ‘real connector from the people upwards’. And indeed, 
for example for an employee of NEDA, the human contact with the fisherfolk did change her 
perspective on the issues. This was one of her first times into ‘the field’ and areas such as Navotas. In 
a follow-up interview after the visit, she said to be shocked by what was shown and told:  

“I had never before been to those areas. I used to think that building infrastructure was 
always good, but hearing those fishermen, I realized that it is bad for their business. It is good 
to also see their side.” (local source)  

 
What I personally did observe during this visit, was that the emotional appeal for help did seem to 
strike a moral nerve with some of the people present in the room. My neighbour sighed:  

“These are the real losers of development’ and found it hard to belief how little information 
these people had about the development projects.” (International source)  

 
Of course, this does not translate in direct solutions for the people struggling for environmental 
justice in Navotas. But perhaps it makes an indirect change, by exposing the NEDA and Deltares 
employees to the PfR’s version of participatory planning and the concerns of the people on the 
ground. Although it should be noted that only lower-level officials attended the PfR visit, higher-end 
officials had to give priority to other events. The influence on the MBSDMP is thus only indirect.  
 
Defending ‘the most vulnerable’ or ‘losers of development’ is a chief legitimization for the existence 
of NGO’s. Devoid of the power of being a decision-maker or of granting funds, their power lies in 
their claim to the ‘moral high ground’. In negotiating over what participation can mean for the 
MBSDMP, their strongest card to play is that they can help bring ‘the voices of the people’ in.  
A consultant: “With these NGO’s it is the ground talking. And if the ground talks, you better listen.” 
(local source)  
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Figure 18. Communication of Dutch Embassy in the Philippines about the PfR visit in Navotas. 

Box: The Partners’ for Resilience field visit 
The Partners for Resilience (PfR) project in Navotas, implemented by ACCORD, aims to improve the lack of 
participatory and integrated planning at the barangay and city level (CARE Nederland, 2017; PfR, 2017). 
They organize participatory planning workshops and conduct landscape risk assessments to map the actual 
concerns of the communities and make sure these are represented in the policy plans.  
 
On November 22th, a field visit to the PfR communities in Navotas’ was organized to show their work to 
donors (CARE, Red Cross, and representatives of The Dutch Embassy). Guests, including Deltares and NEDA 
employees, were invited to observe their way of organizing participation. During the second part of the day, 
a group of fisherfolk was invited to speak with the delegation at the elementary school in Tangos South.  
 
With help of ACCORD employees, the fishers had prepared an emotional story to ask the mostly 
Dutch/Western delegates for help. Follow-up interviews with fisherfolk present showed that these 
fisherfolk were quite cynical about the effects of this possibility to speak out. They perceived the 
stakeholder engagement session to be token participation, just for show. However, as they feel so hopeless 
in their situation with the construction of the dyke, they said to still take every chance they have to speak to 
people who possibly had influence to better their situation (local sources).  
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Or community-led development?  
Accounts of humanitarian/capacity building approaches appeal to moral feelings of individual actors, 
but hardly live up to the expectation of more critical/progressive CSO’s that demand structural 
bottom-up development. In the most progressive circles, the ultimate goal is community-led 
development. This kind of development gathers first the needs of community-members, especially 
the most vulnerable, and subsequently drafts bottom-up plans. Key elements of ‘participation’ are 
catering to the communities’ needs and handing-over power in decision-making processes (Coates, 
2018a; Heijmans, 2009, 2012; Schlosberg, 2004). With such a view on participatory processes, the 
critical organizations wanted to be actively approached themselves.  
 
Schlosberg (2004, p. 528) remarked that: ‘protesters from seattle to cancun were quite clear that 
they would not be satisfied with minimal participation – a seat at the table or participation in an 
unempowered working group on one issue or another. The current devleopment model cannot be 
‘fixed’ simply by letting some people speak at WTO meetings, as that would not guarantee full 
participation, let alonte the recognition and validation of other culturals or ways of living or 
economic equity.’ They do not want to be soothed with the ‘finger’ of consultation, they demand the 
full hand. CSO’s will demand more participation until decision-making power dynamics have shifted 
to make room for the interest of the small-scale fisherfolk and urban poor. The groups they advocate 
for. But the goal of top-down invited spaces of participation is not to re-distribute decision-making 
power (Innes, 2004). An international source:  

“We aim to make the MBSDMP participatory, but it will never be satisfying to others. But just 
getting all these people in one room is already very new for the Philippines. It is a good step. 
Even the invitation now, is rare.” (International source)  

 
In this light, also the shrinking civic freedoms in the Philippines need to be acknowledged, an 
employee from Both ENDS in an interview:  

“They [the DET] pretend like it is the IJsselmeerpolder… but it is not.” “It is super unsafe to 
speak out against the government.” (International source) 

 

Instrumentalist participation  
An entirely different reading of participation is the instrumentalist reading of participation. An RVO-
employee stated that increasingly, also the private sector acknowledges that a sound environmental 
assessment (MER/SEA) and mapping of possible conflicting interests and conflicts, helps to assess 
upfront whether to invest in- or provide a loan for a development project. Participatory processes 
are instrumental to reach that objective. In case of many conflicts, or overt resistance on the ground, 
the chances for the project to succeed (within budget) decrease. He said:  

“We need an independent check [such as the MBSDMP/SEA] for our projects, to ensure that 
they can be realized in a good manner. We also invest a lot of money upfront; don’t forget 
that! The preparations of these projects create high costs for companies. So, we want to limit 
the risks of these investments. […] I have experienced that a bank declined a loan, because 
the project lacked a good social and environmental impact analysis. They did not grant the 
loan, because they believed the risk was too large of problems in the implementation phase” 
(international source).  
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‘Problems’ can for example be local protests, delaying- or increasing costs of implementation. Also, if 
compensation measures are not satisfactory or the relocation-sites do not suit the needs of the 
people, they will move to another place in the Manila Bay watershed or not move away at all. From 
this instrumentalist perspective, true and genuine acknowledgement of the needs of the people 
living along the coastline is a requirement for useful and effective policies, risk assessment, and 
successful implementation of development projects (international source).  
 

Expectation management   
Expectation management on both the Dutch and Philippine side on the role of ‘participation’ in the 
MBSDMP seems to be vital. Clarity about the nature of participation in the MBSDMP, its traditional 
consultative character and instrumentalist top-down form, is crucial to prevent false legitimization.39 
Because of the promise of participation that was raised, and promotion of the ‘inclusive and 
collaborative’ approach, high-expectations for the role of participation linger. Even though the 
MBSDMP participation process is perhaps ‘better’ executed than regular participation processes in 
the Philippines, it still does not live-up to the ideals of progressive critics situated both in the 
Philippines and in the Netherlands. Of course, it is a decision for actors to want to live up to those 
ideals or not. But clarity about the nature of participation and expectation management about the 
objectives of the MBSDMP can help to prevent further miscommunications, conflict, and possibly 
false legitimizations.  
 
Another risk is that invited participation can delegitimize un-invited forms of participation such as 
public protests (Cornwall, 2008). This relation between invited- and un-invited participation was 
reflected by a statement from a MBDSMP consultant:  

“It is an invitation. Stakeholders can decide whether they want to join or not. Subsequently 
the actor can decide whether they want to joint or not. But not joining is also a choice! That is 
also how it works in the Netherlands. If you don’t join, you cannot say afterwards that you do 
not agree. Because why didn’t you bring it up when you had the opportunity?”. (International 
source)  

 
Clarity about the nature of participation of the MBSDMP, however, can only be understood by 
placing this planning process in the larger context (Cornwall, 2008; Long, 1998). A key development 
impacting the MBSDMP that occurred during data collection was the announcement of the DENR 
rehabilitation program. 

 

5.7 Planning context: the DENR rehabilitation program 
  
During fieldwork, a key turning-point occurred that changed the position of actors on the scope-, 
objectives-, and role for participation in the MBSDMP. This event was the announcement of the 
Department of Environment and Natural Resources (DENR) rehabilitation of Manila Bay program in 

                                                             
39 Participatory processes – especially invited spaces of participation - run the risk of creating an ‘illusion of 
inclusion’ and attributing false legitimacy to a planning process and its outcomes. (Gaventa, 1993). Gaventa 
(1993) uses the illusion of inclusion to describe that moral authority is gained for decisions by referring to ‘the 
people’ as its source; while it is actually still (partly) pre-determined from the outset (Behagel & Turnhout, 
2011; Parkinson, 2006; Roth et al., 2017). 
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the first week of January 2019. A prelude of this announcement took place before the Christmas 
break. The secretary of DENR, Roy Cimatu speeched during the meeting with all heads of the 
Mandamus agencies on December 11th. I was present in the room. To be exact, I was sitting just ten 
meters away from the Secretary himself as the secretary gave his speech in a high-end hotel in Pasay, 
just next to the reclaimed area housing for example the SM Mall of Asia. This speech turned out to 
be one of the first public outings about the new DENR program. Secretary Cimatu’s speech was not 
only a key moment for the public debate on land reclamations and Manila Bay, but also for the 
direction of this research.  
 
Roy Cimatu is the DENR secretary (highest position of the ministry Department of Environment and 
Natural Resources), and he is an ex-military. His appearance and rhetoric’s were in line with current 
militarist trends in Philippine politics. His message was:   

‘We have 300.000 illegal settler families along the waterways in Cavite, Navotas, Malabon… 
and the only way for us to save Manila Bay is to solve the problem of the informal settlers. 
Especially for the ones living in the 3-meter hazard zone, the only way is to resettle them. 
That will take years and years; but we will take on the challenge and fight head on. No 
barangay captain will do it. So, we as Mandamus agencies need to cooperate. The LGU’s are 
responsible to provide relocation options. We should monitor, and we have a relation with 
the army. We can use these groups to enforce compliance and protect Manila Bay.’  
[self-constructed summary of observation speech fragment]  

 
The audience consisted of over a hundred high-level government officials and policy planners, whom 
applauded heartfully. During Cimatu’s speech people refrained from looking on their phones or 
getting some more food from the never-ending buffet, as was the practice during the rest of the day-
long conference. After this speech, the number 300.000 kept re-appearing in the newspapers 
(Gabica, 2019; Gorgonio, 2018; Macasero, 2019a; Ramos, 2019). 300.000 families add up to roughly 
1,5 million people. After Christmas, the DENR rehabilitation program was officially launched, some 
people called it ‘Cimatu’s show’ (local sources).  
The DENR program will have three phases and take over 7 years to be completed. The first phase is 
the clean-up, which was launched on January 27th,  2019 and is planned to last for three years 
(Rafales, 2019; Teves, 2018). The program is supported by President Duterte with a 47 billion pesos 
budget (Rafales, 2019).  
 
Later in January, the main message was nuanced, by saying that hotels and polluting venues would 
also be addressed (Gabica, 2019; Gomez, 2019; Rafales, 2019). Critics however stress that this was 
only done to limit resistance against the real focus of the DENR program: relocation of Informal 
Settler Families living in the hazard zones along the coastline and rivers.40 Pamalakaya claims that 
most of the 300.000 families are fisherfolk/communities that depend on fishing. Another newspaper, 
reflected a respondent with a different political color, reflecting the interests of different 
stakeholders, stated: “They will be establishing companies there [along the Manila Bay coast]. Of 
course, there will be workers, […] “When you clean up Manila Bay, certainly all of us benefit.” 
(Macasero, 2019b)  

                                                             
40 In chapter 4, extensive description of the local discussion on relocation and ISF in the waterways is provided 
to understand this line of reasoning. 
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Environmental CSO’s actively oppose the DENR program and instead push for the usage the 
rehabilitation funds for restoration of the bay’s mangroves, coral reefs, and sea grasses (Gabica, 
2019; IBON, 2019). In a local newspaper, Pamalakaya states that past development projects, in 
particular land reclamations for commercial and industrial, have resulted in a stark decline in 
biodiversity, fish stocks, and the shrinkage of the Mangrove areas from 54,000 hectares to less-than 
500 hectare today (Gomez, 2019). The same article: “Planting mangroves has long been part of 
DENR’s programs, but their initial focus was the cleanup of the bay […] the DENR allocated P42.95 
billion [a different number than earlier 47] for the bay’s rehabilitation, the bulk of which would go to 
the relocation of informal settlers.” (Gomez, 2019).  
 
Especially the sudden announcement and the force and speed behind the program surprised 
everyone: both the Dutch masterplanners and Pamalakaya, Kadamay, and Kalikasan, the critical 
CSO’s. A spoke person for Kadamay said that especially the sudden speed was suspicious to him. 

“Politics can speed things up. If it serves a political interest, or business interest, it can go 
quick. The speed makes it dubious.” (local source).  

 

Removing dots from PowerPoints ‘Boracay style’  
Another reason for critique is the fear for the statement that the DENR program would be conducted 
‘Boracay style’ (ABS CBN, 2019). In 2018, DENR, with support of the president, shut-down popular 
tourist destination Boracay (Burgos, 2018). Hotel venues were not complying with environmental 
regulations, and over-crowding had caused heavy pollution on the idyllic island (ibid). The swift 
action to completely close of the top-tourist destination for tourists, matches a mode of governing 
that is popular at the moment: 
the strong military guy that takes 
effective action (local sources). 
‘Boracay style’ is thus 
accompanied by associations of 
swift action, strong-headed 
leaders, top-down responsibility, 
and effectivity as a top priority. A 
larger contrast with the ‘inclusive 
and collaborative’ approach as 
propagated by the Dutch 
ambassador in the articles on the 
MBSDMP is hardly possible.  
The 300.000 families were 
presented during the speech on a 
PowerPoint screen. Depicted as 
small colored dots on a map of 
the coastal city (see appendix X). 
The fear of CSO’s, is that with a 
swift militaristic strength, the 
DENR program will use an Figure 19. PowerPoint depicting Informal Settler Families as dots, December 11th, 

2018. 
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ecological imperative (degraded manila bay) to evict the urban poor that live on high-value land.  
To remove those colorful dots that delay development plans of private investors for the coastal 
areas. A respondent: “It is not to clean up Manila Bay, it is to clean up the residents.” (local source). 
Further evidence for that statement, was provided by the fact that the first ‘clean-up’ operations of 
the DENR program were conducted in communities closest to the contested upcoming airport 
reclamation project.  
 

Influence of DENR rehabilitation program on MBSDMP  
The question is how the DENR program and the NEDA-led MBSDMP plan, another ministry, will 
relate to each other. The recent support of the president for the DENR program, and the fact that 
this program focusses on water quality (and newspaper articles say it also includes ‘structures’ and 
‘reclamations’) implies overlap with the MBSDMP planning objectives. Furthermore, after the field-
work period had ended, February 2019, it was announced that president Duterte had taken away the 
authority for NEDA to assess the land reclamations (Enano & Aurelio, 2019).41 While the assessment 
of the solicited- and unsolicited land reclamation proposals, handed over by the PRA, were the 
primary reason for NEDA to start the MBSDMP planning process in the first place (local sources). 
When asked in January 2019, members of the planning team stated that the MBSDMP and DENR 
program could complement each other. An MBSDMP consultant:  

“We need to clean up before we can develop new things anyway. DENR will do the clean-up, 
but we need to make sure that new developments do not contribute to further pollution. That 
is our task.” (International source).   

 
At the end of field-work, it was still unclear whether the MBSDMP would be integrated with DENR, 
and how this would influence the process. Yet, the fact that the President had publicly supported the 
DENR program, made the NEDA-led program all of the sudden the less-relevant ministry. After earlier 
interviews stated that NEDA was the primary authority to assess the plans. Two clean-up processes, 
with one of them having the clear support of the President, would create confusion with 
stakeholders. So, the planning team was brainstorming on how to reframe/reposition the MBSDMP. 
Some form of collaboration, association, or integration with the DENR rehabilitation program were 
among the options mentioned. The MBSDMP planning process had entered a new phase of lobbying, 
storytelling, and negotiations. 
 
And what would be the impact of these developments in the local planning context on the 
participatory approach? If the MBSDMP is associated with a ‘Boracay-style’ rehabilitation process? 
This is especially problematic for community-oriented NGO’s. They value community-led and 
participatory planning, which does not well align with a ‘Boracay style’ planning process. Hilhorst 
(2003, p. 197) stated that: “Words like partnership, participation and learning are easily used in 
development, and carry the promise of a certain equality among participants. These notions can be 
put to test by focusing on the outcomes of capital events, such as decisions about funding or 
deliberations about the content of a program.”  
 

                                                             
41 “In 2012, under the previous administration, the Public Reclamation Authority (PRA) lost its task to assess the 
reclamations after alleged corruption scandals (local sources). Duterte now restored the PRA in their 
responsibilities, with direct oversight of the president.” (Enano & Aurelio, 2019). 
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The announcement of the DENR program is such a capital event. How the MBSMDP evolves and will 
be evaluated once it finishes in 2020 can potentially show the positions on the matter of the Dutch 
Expert Team and the individual organizations involved.  
 

Planning in the Philippines 
In the official internal evaluation of development policy of the Dutch government the issue was 
raised that the Theory of Change behind the strategic master planning processes abroad might be 
based on assumptions that do not hold in different contexts (IOB, 2017). The Dutch Theory of Change 
assumption is that ‘plans lead to meaningful, effective action.’ According to the independent 
evaluator, in many places in the world, planning is unrealistic, just becomes a substitute for action, or 
the institutional capacity and/or political will is missing to implement the plans (Turner, 2017).  
 
A similar concern seems to be applicable to the Philippine planning context. All kinds of ‘political 
processes’ are ongoing at the background, while the MBSDMP is being constructed. The land 
reclamation project for the airport is still proceeding, while the MBSDMP that is supposed to say 
something about its suitability is not yet finished. The planning team and NEDA policy officers do not 
have the power to stop these developments. Subsequently, planners spoke about ‘a moving train’ 
they had to jump on, which explained part of the rush of NEDA as well. The picture of ‘talking truth 
to power’ seems illusionary in the politicized context of the Philippines. A local respondent twisted 
the interview by asking a rhetorical question:  

“You must realize… who has the resources to submit unsolicited proposals for land 
reclamations? Unsolicited proposals. That word says it all. There was no government tender. 
Nevertheless, huge corporations backed by foreign interests have led to these proposals to be 
submitted. ‘Poor’ NEDA just has to accept, because these projects already have the blessings 
from higher-up. I was hoping the MBSDMP would influence those processes. With Dutch 
thinking and technology. But also, in Tacloban42 [masterplan that was conducted for Leyte], 
those Dutch green and inclusive designs were not chosen.” (local source).  

 
The question most prominent in the minds of people at the end of field work was how much ‘power’ 
the MBDSMP would have. As it is a consultancy project, informing policy officers of a ministry that no 
longer has the authority to assess the land reclamation projects? In February 2019 it was announced 
that President Duterte repealed the power of NEDA to assess land reclamation proposals (Enano & 
Aurelio, 2019).43 It will depend on the negotiation and story-telling skills of the persons involved how 
the MBSDMP evolves.  

                                                             
42 A RVO/PfR detachee in response to this objection remarked: “Yes, we knew about Tacloban. But still want to 
show with the MBSDMP how it can also be done differently…”.  (International source) 
43 With Executive Order No. 74 President Duterte delegated: ‘the power of approve reclamation project to the 
PRA governing board. […] Also repealed was the power of the National Economic and Development Authority 
(NEDA) to approve reclamation projects. […] at a press briefing, presidential spokesperson Salvador Panelo said 
Mr. Duterte wanted to be more hands-on with the approval of reclamation projects, even if the President was 
chair of the NEDA, which used to have the power to approve reclamation projects…. […] The directive stressed 
the government goals to increase competitiveness, promote ease of doing business, and rationalize and 
streamline functions of agencies to facilitate efficient delivery of government services.” (Enano & Aurelio, 
2019). In 2012, under the previous administration, the Public Reclamation Authority (PRA) lost its task to assess 
the reclamations after alleged corruption scandals (local sources). Duterte now restored the PRA in their 
responsibilities, with direct oversight of the president (Enano & Aurelio, 2019). 
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To participate or not to participate in the MBSDMP…  
Molle (2008) describes that nirvana concepts, such as participation and inclusivity, can become 
boundary concepts if they function as ‘a collective construct that offers a common ground for 
stakeholders to engage with each other’ (idem, p.136). A boundary concept is a concept that 
different actors use and remold according to their own practice, interest, and discourses (Cash et al., 
2002; Conca, 2006; Francois Molle, 2008, p. 136).  
 
The MBSDMP does create new venues for lobbying and invited spaces of participation. All kinds of 
actors need to decide whether to invest valuable time and resources in attending these meetings 
and/or actively reach out to the planners to try and influence the planning process. Crucial in this 
assessment is the power these actors believe the planning process has. Nobody will invest resources 
in a plan they believe will not actually influence developments on the ground. Either by lack of 
implementation, or by lacking political support. A chief task for the MBSDMP planning team is thus to 
convince the actors of the usefulness of the planning process and of its influence (Roth et al., 2017).  
 
Actors need to assess whether the benefits of having ‘a foot in the door’ and information about the 
planning process balances out the possibility of wasting resources. Because the MBDSMP represents 
yet another venue in the already busy policy arena with multiple coordinating organizing bodies and 
simultaneous two master planning processes in the making (poly-centrism). 
This is true for all kinds of actors, also governmental actors. Nevertheless, considering the primary 
focus of this research on actors representing the interests of urban poor and small-scale fisherfolk, it 
should be noted that organizations representing urban poor and small-scale fisherfolk tend to have 
far fewer resources available to participate without funding in these kinds of planning processes than 
other actors. Hence, self-exclusion was reported as a logical option, weighing costs- and benefits of 
participation in the MBSDMP focus groups.   
Nevertheless, Kalikasan and Pamalakaya (national fisherfolk alliance) were actually quite positive 
about the MBSDMP, including the low ambition levels for participation without decision-making 
power. They considered a platform for their opinions helpful. Although the public information officer 
of Kadamay (national alliance of urban poor) was cynical about all consultations. He would only join 
to get information about upcoming policies and policy trend (local source).  
 

5.8  Tentative answers: what is the MBDSMP?   
 
As the MBSDMP was still evolving during the time of fieldwork limited tentative answers were 
provided to the question: ‘What was happening in the Manila Bay Sustainable Development Master 
planning process [Oct 2018 t/m Jan 2019] focusing on different perceptions of actors regarding the 
MBSDMP’s scope-, objectives-, and especially the role of participation?’ 
  
First, it should be stated that the MBSDMP in essence is a classic consultancy project. The aim is to 
advice policy-officers of National Economic and Development Authority of the Philippines on the 
larger development of the bay area, with specific attention to water quality concerns and proposals 
for land reclamations. Branded as part of the Dutch inclusive and collaborative approach, a promise 
of far-reaching and high-quality participation in the MBSDMP was raised. The participation 
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conducted in the MBSDMP however, is a form of regular consultation through focus group 
discussions. The MBDSMP does create top-down invited spaces of participation, which has both 
benefits and limitations.  
 
The MBSDMP does indeed create spaces for actors to gather information about the plan and let their 
voices hear. However, they have to take the initiative themselves, and invest time- and resources 
unknowingly whether their ‘voices’ will affect the decision-making process. The large scope of the 
high-level planning processes, paired with limited resources on part of the planning team, resulted in 
critiques on the de-facto organization of participation in the MBSMP. Critiques mostly relate to 
higher wishes for- or expectations of the role of participation in the MBDSMP. This chapter tried to 
provide more clarity about the limitations- and differing expectations for ‘participation’ in the 
MBSDMP. Relevant, because vagueness about what participation means might help the promise of 
participation gain purchase and provide false legitimizations (Cornwall, 2008, p. 269).  
 
A key development in the planning context during fieldwork, was the announcement of the DENR 
program. The DENR Manila Bay rehabilitation program is associated with a militaristic mode of 
governance. The DENR seems an example of an eco-scalar fix (2014): the ecological imperative (clean 
manila bay!) is according to critiques used to evict urban poor and mall-scale fisherfolk living along 
the coastline – further discussed in the chapter 6. If the MBDMSP is to be associated with this DENR 
program in the future, that has impact on the potential role of participation, character of the 
program, and possibly on the position of involved actors.  
 
Moreover, the Philippine planning context is politicized, with local processes ongoing at the 
background involving large investors, contested land rights, and corruption. Thus, it can be 
questioned what room the consultants of the MBSDMP will actually have to influence the 
developments in Manila Bay. All in all, the militaristic and centralizing trends in Philippine society 
stand in stark contrast with branding of the Dutch Delta Approach as ‘inclusive and collaborative’.  
 
The current organization of invited spaces for participation in the MBSDMP is not primarily designed 
to- and thus insufficiently addresses environmental justice concerns. It depends on the political 
position of individual actors and their theory of change assumptions whether that is deemed 
problematic or not. As the MBSDMP planning process evolves, actors will strategize whether they 
believe the MBDSMP fits their agenda, or the agenda of the people they represent best. Future 
evaluation of the MBSDMP planning process will have to provide more ‘clarity through specificity’.  
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Chapter 6. Scalar Politics 
 
6.1  Introduction 
This chapter synthesizes previous findings to answer this thesis’ main research question: ‘How does 
high-level, ecological delineated, and long-term planning relate to locally expressed environmental 
justice concerns?’  
 
This chapter will argue that the decision for the scope- and scale of a planning process is an example 
of scalar politics at work. In doing so, this thesis is in line with political ecology studies that pay 
special attention to winners- and losers from project interventions, high-level policy plans, and 
broader developments in land- and water management.  
 
The structure of this chapter follows the identified characteristics of Dutch Master Planning for the 
case-study of the Manila Bay Sustainable Development Masterplan. Namely,  

(1) the scope of the MBSDMP that is directed by planning for an ecological boundary,  
(2) the geographical high-level of planning, and 
(3) the temporal scale using a long-term planning timeframe.  

For each of these characteristics various arguments are presented showing both opportunities and 
challenges for those struggling for environmental justice.  
 

6.2  Planning for ecological boundaries: Manila Bay  
 
Choosing what lies ‘in’ and ‘outside’ of the scope of the MBSDMP is related to planning priorities. 
The question is: why are we planning, and for whom? One might object that it is fairly logical, to 
foreground ‘Manila Bay’, as you cannot plan for everything at once. The Philippine government has 
its own plans for poverty reduction. Moreover, the bird eye view that watershed planning provides, 
does bring in new valuable perspectives considering ecological needs (Barham, 2001). Yet, scalar 
politics are relevant because the scale of governance influences the issue framing and possibilities for 
agenda-setting. Moreover, the decision to govern ‘for Manila Bay’ influences the possibilities actors 
have to advance their interests differently.  In political ecology, it is stressed that planning 
boundaries matter as they can influence which dimension of ‘people, planet, and profit’ is 
foregrounded (Boelens, Hoogesteger, Swyngedouw, & Vos, 2016; Tim Forsyth, 2003; Swyngedouw, 
2002). Furthermore, the usage of ecological boundaries such as a ‘bay’ or a ‘delta’ are often framed 
as ‘natural’ and subsequently as the logical scale of governance – depoliticizing the decision (Warner 
et al., 2014). 
 

Scoping and issue prioritization  
Chapter 5 showed different actors trying to steer the scope of the MBSDMP in their desired 
direction. For instance, by increasing the scope of the immediate coastal zone to the tributaries, or 
by trying to shift the water quality focus towards a more livelihood-focussed approach. Amidst the 
discussions, MBSDMP consultants stressed that the MBSDMP aimed to draft a plan ‘for Manila Bay’. 
Hence, issues such as affordable housing and budgets for compensation and relocation were side-
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lined. They were acknowledged as important but perceived as outside of the primary planning 
objectives and responsibility of the planning team. While from the point of view of the urban poor 
and small-scale fisherfolk living along the coastline of Manila Bay, livelihood insecurity and lacking 
space for social housing are the most pressing challenges.  
 
This is illustrated by a statement of one MBSDMP consultant: 

“Inclusiveness and the ISF are important, but our big task is to look at what Manila Bay needs. 
The people are part of that system; but Manila Bay as an ecosystem is much more. We take 
an integrated perspective, and of course social housing is very important, but in the end that 
is not what we are here for. As affordable housing is only very indirectly related to Manila 
Bay”. (international source).  

 
To show the difference, during interviews in Navotas , the degradation of Manila bay was always 
directly related to social housing. First of all because in local discussions, the urban poor living along 
the waterways are framed as chief contributors to the polluted bay. Secondly, the communication 
officer of Kadamay, the national alliance of urban poor, said:  

“There are problems of course with Manila Bay [water quality] and the ISF. We see that. But 
there is also the problem of housing. The fact that people go to outskirts of the city just to 
have a home, means there is something wrong in the first place. We should address that.” 
(local source).  

 
The focus on ecological issues and water management side-lines root-causes driving people to live in 
Manila’s polluted waterways such as lack of social housing, income inequality, congestion of the city, 
and extreme poverty. Members of the NGO community, especially those focused on community 
development, believe that a focus on poverty alleviation is required. An employee of a progressive 
NGO said:  

“As the MBSDMP is supposed to be integrated, you should also look at the reasons people 
migrate to the cities, such as landlessness and land grabbing.” (local source).  

 
The water-orientation does not necessarily match with the concerns of the stakeholders involved in 
focus group discussions of the MBSDMP. People have their own agenda’s and priorities, and water-
policy issues such as flooding and water quality are not necessarily on top of that list. ACCORD has 
conducted landscape risk assessments in Navotas, and these showed that the lack of livelihood 
options and overall conditions of poverty pose far greater concerns for the people than for example 
flooding (local sources) (ACCORD et al., 2012; Coates, 2018a). If one really aims to bring forth the 
perspective of the small-scale fisherfolk and urban poor, it is crucial to not only discuss water-related 
challenges such as flooding and water quality.  
 

Influence on participation  

During MBSDMP focus group discussions, people will bring these different prioritizations to the table. 
Is it for focus group leaders enough- and/or doable to simply respond that the MBSDMP as a water 
plan, and, I quote, ‘not a poverty project?’. While small-scale fisherfolk in Navotas did not have the 
chance to start a similar masterplan focussed on securing fishing as a source of livelihood along 
Manila Bay, illustrating the discrepancy and assymetrical power relations. This is political ecology at 
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work, as the rules of the game influence planning outcomes, and ultimately affect how inequalities 
develop. 
 
Nevertheles, the MBSDMP could also provide opportunities to advance the agenda of the small-scale 
fisherfolk and urban poor. The MBSDMP tries to provide a holistic and integrated perspective, and 
subsequently does create space for NGO’s bring in different perspectives and planning priorities. The 
invited-spaces of participation and the promise that for example with the inclusion of PfR, the voices 
of the urban poor and small-scale fisherfolk would be better included, might allow for better 
inclusion of landscape risk assessment rationales. Proper land-scape risk assessments can show this 
discrepancy. In this discussion about the scope of the MBDSMP, we see actors trying to steer- and 
influence a planning process in their desired direction. As long (1998) remarked: participation should 
be understood as political praxis, not as a management technique.   
 

The ecological imperative: Saving Manila Bay!  
As was explained in the theoretical framework, it is popular among water managers to plan for 
ecological boundaries, with an IWRM framework, and with good reason. A holistic view could help to 
balance different stakeholders and include ecological requirements (Braham, 2001). Planning to 
manage the Manila bay’s socio-ecological system more sustainably, would foremost be beneficial to 
fisherfolk. They depend on healthy fish-stocks and biodiversity for their livelihood. And ‘saving 
Manila Bay’ would benefit the urban poor that are exposed to the hazards of living close to the 
polluted water.   
 
All kinds of actors, ranging from CSO’s, community organizers, to official communications of the 
DENR program and the MBSDMP, depart from the ecological imperative to ‘save Manila Bay!’.44 
However, the problem definitions and subsequent measures these groups propose differ greatly. 
Nevertheless, all kinds of solutions are justified by the same references that it helps to save Manila 
Bay. An ACCORD employee said:  

“Both sides in the reclamation discussion say it is because they want to protect the bay’s 
ecosystem. Everyone wants to rehabilitate Manila Bay.” (local source).  

 
It is in the problem definition and proposed measures that the disagreements arise. Political ecology 
is all about the politics of problem framing and tries to stress the politics behind it, for example using 
the concept of eco-scalar fix (Cohen & Bakker, 2014).   
 

Eco-scalar fix  

An eco-scalar fix can occur when in the name of the ecological imperative measures are justified or 
new governing institutions installed. Cohen & Bakker (2014) argue that an eco-scalar fix is usually 
framed as an a-political change of governance, justified by the naturalized watershed scale. Yet in 
effect, it is ‘a deeply political move that reconfigures power structures and prioritizes some resource 
users over others in ways that can entrench, rather than resolve, the crises it was designed to 

                                                             
44 “Everytime I fly over Manila Bay in my helicopter, I get depressed.” This is a quote from a speech of the 
secterary of the Ministry of Agriculture, observed on December 11th. Yes, it is partly included to show the irony 
of ‘everytime I fly over Manila bay in my helicopter’ in a thesis about inequalities and environmental justice. 
But it shows that the ecologically degraded state of Manila Bay is used by almost all actors as a call for action.   
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address’ (idem, p.128). In other words, solutions proposed to save Manila Bay could actually sustain 
development processes that can be considered the root causes of the degradation of Manila Bay. For 
example, addressing property development without attention to waste- and water management or 
ecological demands (OIDCI et al., 2018).  
 
The DENR rehabilitation program can be considered as an example of an eco-scalar fix. The program 
is justified by the ecological imperative to ‘clean up Manila Bay’. However, the measures chosen to 
reach this objective (the focus on relocating ISF and clearing the area to enable future development 
projects) could support mainstream development processes that have led to the degraded state of 
the bay in the first place.45 Instead of tackling root causes contributing to the ‘crisis of Manila Bay’ 
DENR itself has declared. In response to the DENR program, environmental groups held bay-wide 
campaigns against land reclamations (Gabica, 2019; Macasero, 2019; local sources). The slogan on 
posters and social media was: ‘Yes to rehabilitation, no to reclamation’46. Kalikasan:  

“The fear is that the ‘cleaning up’ is to make way for land reclamations. Once the people are 
gone it is easier to develop.” (local source). 

 

 
Figure 20. DENR clean-up communication material and Kadamay poster, January 2019 

 
The MBSDMP is operating from the same ecological imperative, referring also to the mandamus 
court orders to ‘clean Manila Bay’. It depends on the kind of solutions that are proposed in 2020, 

                                                             
45 A local newspapers description exactly shows the eco-scalar fix paradox: “The rehabilitation of Manila Bay 
should not be a reason for the massive relocation of informal settler families to pave the way for multibillion-
peso development projects and land reclamation activities that will only cause further destruction of our 
coastal and marine environment” (Mayuga 2019). 
46 yes, to rehabilitation, no to reclamation’ is the super short exemplifier of objections against the eco-scalar 
fix! (Reclamation = mainstream development, rehabilitation is ecological justification). Kalikasan and 
Pamalakaya have Facebook Pages that feature photos of the protests and press releases with this phrase.  
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whether the MBSDMP can also be described as an eco-scalar fix or transcends that risk by including 
more inclusive measures. Of particular interest from a scientific perspective, is how the eco-scalar fix 
phenomenon helps to prioritize some resource users (developers and corporations) over others 
(small-scale fisherfolk and urban poor). 
 

The risk of watershed rule  
Dutch planning assumptions do often depart from water-oriented institutions (waterboards, the 
delta commission, etc.).47 Yet, in this case, in interviews, members of the DET actually preferred a 
coordinated approach, instead of creating a new department in the already institutionally crowded 
policy arena. Nevertheless, in the situation atlas of the MBSDMP, and in conversations with the Local 
Consultant Team, the lack of an overarching institution was mentioned as a problem. The MBCMO 
(Manila Bay Coordination and Management Office) was depicted as not functioning properly and 
lacking ‘teeth’ to fix the problems of Manila Bay (local source). The problem of lacking authority of 
coordinating bodies re-occurred.48 An argument especially voiced by right-leaning people favouring 
‘authority’. The Disaster Risk Reduction officer of Navotas City said:  

“Laguna lake development authority is a good example of a central authority that would 
work for Manila Bay as well. They have a real mandate. Just a coordination office is not 
enough.” (local source).  

 
The creation of new institutions to achieve more integrated management of Manila Bay has multiple 
benefits (Braham, 2001). But Braham (2001) also warns for the risk of watershed rule: the creation of 
new institutions for the watershed might close existing avenues for political participation.49 
Additionally, Warner et al. (2014) write how re-scaling can strengthen the national governments’ 
power position and lead to further centralization of power. Thus, planning for ecological boundaries 
can feed into agenda’s aiming for centralization of governance and/or increase of national 
governments’ power over the area (ibid). Braham: ‘We cannot afford to forget that while watershed 
rhetoric emphasizes trust, cooperation, goodwill, and public-mindedness, it is the lack of these very 
qualities that created the need for attention to watersheds in the first place.’ (Braham, 2001, p. 190). 

                                                             
47 A Dutch senior RVO-detachee asked during the PfR visit to the cities’ disaster risk reduction and management 
officer: “Do you have an overarching body that is concerned with the river basin? Like a waterboard?” (local 
source).  
48 The coupling of overarching IWRM-institutions with authority is not surprising, considering the history of 
IWRM; with its origins in the USA Army Corps of Engineers intervening in the Tennessee Valley (Warner et al., 
2014; Wester & Warner, 2002) 
49 “Social organizations (boards, committees, etc.) created for watershed planning are imposed as it were from 
the outside, overlaying natural boundaries in a new way on top of existing social and political boundaries that 
have been built up through the historical processes described earlier. To use a water metaphor, authority, 
funding, research, and new scientific approaches can all be poured from existing social and political 
“containers” into the watershed boundary. But we can’t be certain that processes of democratic deliberation 
that were associated with the older containers will be poured along with the rest or separated out and cast 
aside unless we give this careful and constant attention. History teaches that gains in human freedom and 
democratic self-rule have never been given but have always been won, sometimes only after long and bitter 
struggle. Private interests may see in the transition to watershed thinking an opportunity to close some 
channels of true public debate and deliberation, thereby eliminating bothersome constraints […] And 
politicians may see opportunities for new avenues to power, further removed from public accountability. It is 
the congruence of these two sets of interests that poses the danger of “watershed rule.” (Braham 2001, p. 190) 
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Context is crucial to assess the risks and benefits of building new institutions for integrated water 
management. In the Philippine planning context, the militaristic trends, calls for authority, and 
centralizing moves from president Duterte give reason to seriously consider the risk of watershed 
rule. A similar phenomenon can be observed with president Duterte’s proposal to construct a new 
department of disaster resilience. In 2010, the former administration signed the 10121 law that 
created a precedent by using an integrated approach in disaster risk reduction and give primacy to 
the lower governance levels (Congress of the Philippines, 2010). The decentralized structure of 
Disaster Risk Reduction and Management Officers at the barangay, city, and provincial level was set-
up (LSE Grantham Institute, 2019). But in 2018, Duterte proposed in the senate a new law that would 
repeal those efforts (ABS CBN, 2018; Rappler, 2018b). The concern of ACCORD, advocating as part of 
the Disaster Risk Reduction – Network:  

“They make it so big that they do not have to call in everyone, it is easier to make quick 
decisions. but that is not how you make plans. Then you go slow! Response is fast. Yes. But 
Integrated Risk Management is not fast. President likes quick response; and the ones in 
power, the ones from the military, don’t like participation” (local source).  

 

Acknowledging complexities in water management  
The DENR rehabilitation program and the MBSDMP planning process occur in this same policy 
environment. Kalikasan: “Duterte puts military guys in DENR, instead of socio-ecological experts, ‘to 
get things done’. They don’t want to confront a complex problem with a complex solution – of 
integrated planning. They want it simple.” (local source). One example of a simple problem definition 
is that the presence of ISF is the cause of the degradation of Manila Bay. And the earlier explained 
swift militaristic ‘Boracay’ style is popular in local politics, from the barangay- to the presidents’ level. 
 
This stands in a contrast with the ideal-theoretical picture of Dutch Master Planning. Ovink, the 
Dutch Government’ special envoy for water stated in his public speeches that IWRM and good water 
management is about acknowledging complexities (Wageningen, September 2018). He remarked 
that connectedness and social cohesion are declining in many urban delta’s all over the world. ‘All 
parties ignore the complexity. The focus on simple solutions is far too great.’ (Stravens, 2018a)  
The future will have to tell whether the MBSDMP has the chance to accommodate these 
complexities in the case of the Manila Bay socio-ecological system.  

 

6.3  High-level planning  
 
The second characteristic of Dutch master planning is the high-level at which the planning takes 
place. Logically, multiple levels of governance exist at the same time with corresponding policy plans 
zooming further in- or out from the individual people living along the coastlines. The choice for a 
scale of governance depends on theories of change of the planners, and on their planning priorities. 
After mentioning that the MBSDMP took place at such a high-level of governance (encompassing 
four regions and 25 million people) the Dutch team lead responded:  

“Some people keep saying you have to look at the post-stamp level, others say no – look 
around you, there is more! That is the tension.”  
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‘Planning for the post-stamp level.’ This framing shows a personal disposition away from the lower 
barangay or even LGU level, towards a more comprehensive bird-eye view that the MBSDMP tries to 
realize. Both the ‘post-stamp’ and the ‘bird-eye’ level are relevant and useful planning levels. What 
matters from a political ecological perspective, is that they bring to light different aspects of the 
planning situation. The arguments provided in the next sections will be illustrative to that point.  
 

Jumping scales changes perspectives on justice  
Boelens & Zwarteveen (2015) describe how ‘jumping scales’ can be used to justify a focus on national 
(economic) development. From the perspective of the entire bay, interests of user-groups such as 
the large port complex, developers, or foreign investors might be considered more important to the 
overall (economic) development of Metro Manila, and the Philippines at large. By moving to the 
watershed or national scale, issues of justice experienced by user-groups such as small-scale 
fisherfolk and urban poor appear as just a few losses in the greater cost-benefit calculus. Zooming-
out, the interests of small-scale fisherfolk seem smaller, and other resource-users might be 
prioritized. The higher the scale, the easier the mind seems to leap to such a utilitarian perspective of 
justice.  
 
Utilitarian’s guide their policy decision-making by what reaps the most benefits for the greatest 
group of people. Hence, ‘the rights and happiness of some individuals may be sacrificed if this would 
enhance the well-being of most others’ (Boelens & Zwarteveen, 2015, p. 146). Notably, the utilitarian 
perspective has a strong presence in Dutch water management (Kaufmann et al., 2018).  
 
On the contrary, people following an egalitarian perception of justice, depart from a concern for the 
‘most vulnerable’ or the least advantaged, and how measures or policy plans affect them (Adger, 
Butler, & Walker-springett, 2017; Thaler, 2018). Egalitarian-planners would want to focus more on 
the local outliers. With attention for the experience of ‘small’ injustices occurring as an end in itself, 
however large the ‘benefits’ of the existence of these injustices might be for others. The difference 
between these two perceptions of justice is illustrated by this quote:   

“The mandate of NGO’s is to put the Informal Settler Families first; that is their role. 
[egalitarian]. You cannot blame them for that. It is not productive though…. We need to look 
at the bigger picture of national development, and then the interest of ISF is just a small bit, 
of the larger picture. Government cannot deal with each and every one, but is there for the 
national, greater good. What is good for the majority? The middle ground? Some sacrifices 
need to be made.” [utilitarian] (international source).  

 
Different perceptions on ‘what is just’ have existed as long as humanity exists and will not disappear. 
What is interesting though, is how this relates to the scale of governance. To scalar politics. Because 
the choice for ‘the post-stamp’ or the ‘bay’ level is not an arbitrary choice, but reflects planning 
priorities.  
 

Zooming-out: distance and environmental justice  
The recognition dimension of environmental justice is relevant to understand how distance between 
people and policy-planners is created sustained. This is also an example of scalar politics, as this 
distance influences how environmental justices are perceived- and addressed. The high-level of the 
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planning process allows for planners to be less confronted with the injustices as experienced by the 
people on the ground [CH 4]. Human behaviour is guided by moral emotions. Barangay leaders find it 
much more difficult to implement the relocation policies, than the more distant National Housing 
Authority (NHA). The closer, the more human, and the more relatable, the higher the chance that 
people undertake action to remediate the injustices experienced by others. But as people are 
transformed into dots on PowerPoints, the increased distance has the opposite effect.  A high-level 
perspective is not per definition a better or worse scale of governance. Nevertheless, it does have an 
impact on how singular cases of injustice is presented, framed, and experienced by planners and 
decision-makers.  
 
An illustration of this argument is the map that was shown during the speech of the DENR secretary 
at the MBCMO meeting on December 11th, 2019 (fig. 19). The map showed the informal settler areas 
in Cavite, along the coastlines of Manila Bay. Zooming out to the bay-level literally transformed the 
thousands of people living there into illegal dots. Seemingly messing up the neat lines of the planning 
map. They could also have shown real-life pictures of the neighbourhoods and faces of the people 
fearing eviction. The conscious- and/or subconscious strategic impact of the distancing move to the 
higher-scaled map should not be underestimated. Relocation programs aiming are more easily 
justified when the messiness and difficulties of the people living there have literally disappeared 
from view.   
 
A rightful objection would be that the lack of urban planning, rapid urbanization, and growing slums 
pose real problems for Metro Manila, and their negative effects on Manila Bay should be rightly 
addressed in a policy plan. Yet, it is extreme poverty that pushes them to live in what one respondent 
called ‘the streams of garbage of everyone else’ (local sources). The people that are hurt most by the 
degraded state of Manila Bay are the urban poor themselves. It is unsafe to live in the waterways, 
both due to the low water quality and due to hazards, such as flooding and typhoons. But while 
listening to the speech of the DENR secretary, the presence of informal settlements seemed most 
problematic because of emissions into the bay’s eco-system and hindrance of new development 
projects and land reclamations.  
 

Distance and negative stigma  

The DENR speech and general attitude against urban poor cannot only be explained by looking at 
geographical planning distance. Social stigma and prejudices against groups such as the urban poor, 
legitimize policy decisions that allow for the conditions of injustices to persist [see CH4]. The distance 
between the audience of the DENR secretary’s speech and the urban poor was further increased by 
using the abbreviation ‘ISF’s (Informal Settler Families). The 1,5 million people that live under high-
poverty conditions (urban poor) within 3 meters of the bay, were framed as 300.000 ISF’s.50 The 
average informal settler family has 5 members. ‘Informal settlers’ contains a frame of illegitimate 
presence. Illegals, unjustifiably living there from the start, can rightly be removed. The less politically 
correct term for Informal Settler Families is illegal squatters. The word carries negative stigma and 
was also mentioned in the DENR secretaries’ speech and it did pop-up in interviews with higher- and 
lower-level Philippine government officials.  

                                                             
50 ISF is regular policy terminology in the Philippines, but does sound like they are not people. The term ISFs 
generates associations such as, say, invading UFO’s. 
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Zooming-in: bringing environmental justice concerns closer?  
Scalar politics is also at work as community-oriented actors attempt to bring the human-perspective 
back into the generalizations of the high-level policy level. Participation, in the way of bringing forth 
the voices of the ISF/fisherfolk, can help to increase understanding for their situation closer and 
make their concerns more relatable. According to Rorty (1991), the highest goal of politics should be 
increasing the sensitivity for the suffering of others. Sitting in one room with fisherfolk, looking the 
‘losers of development’ in the eye, makes it much harder to dismiss their concerns as just a 
necessary part of ‘development’ and as a small loss in light of the broader challenges facing Manila 
Bay. Also, considering the negative stigma, it is important that the people living in the 3-meter zones 
don’t remain ‘dots on PowerPoints’ but are turned into the people they are: varied, multiple, good 
and bad – but people.  
 
One could object that ‘bringing injustices and the people experiencing them closer’ does not 
necessarily translate in measures or plans that will benefit urban poor. Stories of ISF’s suffering will 
not necessarily trigger the goodwill of the middle-class majority. A national CSO communication 
officer even feared that considering strong stigma against urban poor, stories featuring them would 
have adverse effects (local source). But as a general rule of thumb, as a first step, when people are 
really brought into contact with each other, there is a chance they can see through the stigma. 
Prejudices not only present in the ‘majority middle class’, but also with policy planners, LGU 
government officials, and (local) consultants. Confrontation with the ‘other’ on a human level is a 
very first step to overcome these kinds of engrained prejudices (Haraway, 1988; Taylor, 1997). 
 
Innes (2004) argues that the aim of deliberative and/or participative methods is rarely to redistribute 
power, but that participatory processes can still help to change minds and perceptions and soften 
sharp edges of plans despite these power differentials. Of course, policy-decision might have to be 
made that are not in line with the interests of the more vulnerable groups in society. The question is 
though, whether enough efforts were made by the decision-makers to test those rationales to the 
confronting uneasiness of what these trade-offs would mean for the people living along the 
waterways of Manila Bay. So that they truly grasp the impact of a project intervention.  
 
In sum, despite the risk that the high-level of planning reinforces ‘othering’ processes and makes 
injustices disappear from view, the MBSDMP could also create invited spaces for (representatives of) 
urban poor and small-scale fisherfolk to meet with the consultants/policy-makers and voice their 
concerns. For example, NGO’s part of Partners for Resilience tried to use the human connector of 
face-to-face meetings strategically on the field visit to Navotas on the 22th of November 2018. 
 

Calls for aggregation and representation   
The organization of meaningful participation for an area covering four provinces, and 16 cities, a 
coastline of 160 km, and hundreds of barangays is an immense task. Hence, planning for Manila Bay 
puts two requirements on participation: aggregation and representation. A MBSMDP consultant 
remarked about the number of stakeholders present in the planning area: “For two months we have 
been talking with people the whole time. We hold so many focus group discussions. It is just… there 
are so many CSO’s here!”  Considering the scale of the MBSDMP, it would be almost impossible to 
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organize participation in the same thorough way Partners for Resilience is used to do it at the 
barangay level. As a matching partner, PfR was during the time of field work still strategizing how to 
best contribute.51 The scope and level of the MBSDMP, in combination with resource constraints, 
however, poses difficulties.52  
 

Forming associations as a solution?  
The high-level of planning and subsequent resource constraints results in a rushed de-facto 
participatory process of the MBSDMP. Lacking time and other resources explains the preference of 
the MBSDMP consultants to work with user-group associations. In the Netherlands, an organization 
such as the VNG (Association of Dutch Municipalities) is well-institutionalized over a long period of 
time and has internal democratic representative systems in place. In the Philippines however, the 
league of municipalities, or organizations such as the ABB-BP, an association of northern-coastal 
municipalities, are allegedly less established and recognized than the VNG is in the Netherlands (local 
sources).  
 
Hence, the preference of the MBSDMP consultant to include this kind of organizations surprised local 
Philippine community workers (local sources). The creation of associations demands time, and 
careful social institution building processes. The higher the aggregation scale, the more requirements 
are put on representation and network building. The expressed hope for stakeholders to ‘just form 
associations’ at the bay-level is unrealistic, as such institutions that have to balance diverging 
interests between its members require proper systems of representation and time to develop.  
 

Skewed representation 
Next, there is the risk that organizations included in the participation process do not rightly represent 
the different user-groups present in the bay-area. Who speaks for whom? Do they really represent 
the interests of the people on the ground? Moreover, the risk of higher-level systems of 

                                                             
51 During an invited-participation event, the technical committee meeting of 7th December, an Ataneo 
University professor raised the concern that the Mandamus [legislation to clean Manila Bay] had been used in 
the past by LGU’s to evict urban poor. In response, a new court order (7279) was issued that compelled LGU’s 
to provide relocation facilities – before they are allowed to evict them. She was asking how the MBSDMP 
would ensure the compliance of LGU’s with this requirement, as the MBSDMP also refers to the Mandamus as 
a raison-de-être.  
In the answer, the Dutch team lead mentioned their collaboration with PfR and local NGO’s (ACCORD, CARE, 
Red Cross.) They were stressing that PfR had ‘good contacts within the communities’ and that concerns would 
be brought to the table through them. However, considering what was said in Chapter 5 about PfR and what 
they can in reality contribute to the participation process, it is questionable whether it is possible to monitor all 
the barangay/cities in Manila Bay. The team lead seemed to realize that, as he was speaking, he added a call to 
the audience, that they needed assistance as 30 months were very short and a call to ‘make associations’ to 
speed up the participation process. “Problems are really everywhere the same; we need to scale up!” 
52 ACCORD director: “The MBSDMP is trying to be more multi-stakeholder but given the scope and scale it is 
difficult to achieve this.” (local source) A CARE Philippines employee: “We can just show how we would do it, 
and show the examples in Navotas, Caloocan, Malabon, in the Manatuti River basin. There we have a presence 
of almost 10 years now. But everyone keeps saying that the MBSDMP will also include a zoning exercise, for the 
entire bay. That is enormous. We simply cannot organize participation according to our standards for the entire 
Manila Bay area. Before 2020. And, the local consultants are the one paid to do so. We just hope to make them 
aware of how they could do it better, considering our experience. And hopefully they will replicate it.” (local 
source).  
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representation remains that the more subtle kinds of injustices at the very local level disappear from 
view.  
The other way around, consultants also referred to the risk of a skewed masterplan. This happens 
when an issue in one municipality is unjustifiably extrapolated to the others (international source). 
The risk of skewed representation increases significantly as the level of planning moves away further 
from the ground level.  
 
An opportunity for a more inclusive planning process, is that the Philippines has a relatively rich 
tradition of CSO’s. There exist national alliances and associations representing the different interest 
groups (local sources). According to consultants, many sectors are increasingly well represented in 
various organizations, reflecting the breadth of the political spectrum (local sources). Yet, it is a 
challenge to decide which organizations to include in order to realize a balanced representation of 
the different stakeholders in the bay-area. 
 

Improving participation for masterplans?  
It can be questioned if the gains in efficiency by calls for aggregation and representation, might 
negatively impact the quality of participation in the MBSDMP, and thus also the effectiveness of the 
planning process. The participatory process for the Dutch Delta Plan took over four years, and still 
critiques were raised (international source). Stravens (2018) described in Magazine Vice Versa critics 
and showed the need to dedicate time and resources. To avoid that participatory processes are 
‘watered down’ abroad. In the Magazine Vice Verca, the director of Both ENDS, a community-based 
NGO in the Netherlands that promotes their negotiated approach as an alternative says: “We are not 
sure yet if this [negotiated] approach is scalable. That remains to be seen.” (Stravens, 2018a)53 All in 
all, organizing participation and sound systems of representation at such a high level remains a 
challenge. Whether actors assess this as doable or not depends on the kind of participation they 
aspire. 
 

6.4  Long-term perspective   
 
The planning horizon of the MBSDMP is 2040, and ultimately 2100 (NEDA et al., 2018). Just as the 
horizon of the Bangladesh Delta plan and Dutch Delta Plan was 2100 (Scheltinga, 2015). Latest 
insights from Adaptive Water Management support including uncertain futures and models in water 
management (Dewulf & Termeer, 2015; Huntjens, 2015; Ludwig et al., 2009; Nauta, 2018). This long-
term orientation has effects on the issue prioritization and ways in which participation can be 
organized.  

                                                             
53 Ovink [the special envoy for water of the Dutch Government] responded in the same interview by saying that 
this kind of bottom-up approach risks fragmentation. ‘Then you have thousands of bottom-up initiatives that 
may interfere with each other and you still forget certain parties. I always try to place integrated water 
management and connectedness on the agenda, not bottom-up or top-down; it is clear that with a horizontal 
process you create added value.” (Stravens, 2018a) 
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Turning to futures depoliticizes  
Using Adaptive Delta Management methods, decisions are made about large investments in 
infrastructure and thus about the direction of a country’s overall development. Indeed, the 
MBSDMP’s agenda-setting capacity for long-term issues presents a great opportunity for all people 
living in the area. Long-term challenges are for example climate change, land subsidence caused by 
excessive groundwater extraction for fishponds and industries, and further congestion due to 
increasing population pressure - the city is expected to double by 2040 (OIDCI et al., 2018).  
 
However, as Zegwaard (2016) argues, turning to long-term futures by using climate change as an 
urgent future disaster, can also transforms deltas [in this case a bay] into decision-making areas ‘that 
need to be protected from ordinary political decision making processes.’ (Zegwaard, 2016, p. 80). The 
sense of crisis, in the case of climate change appeals to a more technocratic moral. Also, as the issues 
dealt with are that far in the future, the organization of participation poses challenges.  
 

Lower perceived urgency for participation   
Due to the distant geographical and temporal scales of the MBSDMP, it deals with generalizations. 
Hence, the perceived need for participation is lower. This works both ways: from a planner-
perspective and from the perspective of the people affected by the plan. The further away in the 
future, the lower the perceived urgency for actors to actively engage with the planning process. 
Besides, actors have to invest valuable time and resources, and often seek out the invited space of 
participation of the MBSDMP themselves. As it is unclear how the MBSDMP will affect their interests, 
they feel less compelled to do so.  
 
Interesting from the perspective of scalar politics is that both the ‘high scale’ and the ‘long term’ 
create a distance. Stakeholders perceive the MBSDMP as if the plan does not affect them. As if there 
is not direct relation between the MBSDMP and the development of their neighbourhood. On the 
one hand, this is true, as the MBSDMP is a ‘strategic’ plan that is oriented towards the very-long term 
and will encompass lower-scaled policy- and action plans. An RVO-detachee involved in multiple 
strategic planning processes remarked:  

“Stakeholders often only get interested and/or active when the plan affects their direct 
surroundings. When it becomes tangible. In that stage, their judgements are most valuable 
also.’ (international source). ‘For the longer time-frame you can present the different 
interests-groups in an abstract manner; but not into the details. The decision-making should 
be ‘staggered’.” (international source)  

 
From an instrumentalist planner’s perspective, good arguments can be made in favour of waiting to 
include local stakeholders more actively until the implementation phase or more detailed action 
planning. On the other hand, however, the MBSDMP does make or at least tries to steer decision-
making about the long-term development of Manila Bay, Metro Manila, and ultimately about the 
barangay Tangos and Tanza in Navotas. According to IWRM governance standards ‘all affected’ by a 
policy plan should in principle be included (Both ENDS et al., 2017). The risk of organizing 
participation in a later stage of the policy process, when the issues have become tangible, is that all 
the crucial decision for future developments have already been taken.  
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The public participation specialist described the difficulties in discussing these long-term scenario’s in 
stakeholder meetings. The MBSDMP public participation specialist:  

“When you go down to the ground it is difficult to talk about the masterplan. They talk about 
what affects them directly and how they want their future to be and it is difficult for them to 
think a hundred years from now.” (local source).  

 
The MBSDMP’s content consists of increasingly abstract and generalized issues. While injustices by 
urban poor and small-scale fisherfolk are usually expressed in very local terms. Generalization of 
issues is not always possible or loses the relevance for actors that live in great uncertainty, locally. 
They fear that construction might turn up next week to tear their houses down. Moreover, especially 
problems raised by urban poor and small-scale fisherfolk are often perceived/framed as ‘local’ and 
thus outside the scope of the MBSDMP.54 Although national CSO’s do make efforts to connect their 
narratives to a more generalized bay-wide story. Thus, it is another example of scalar politics, as the 
distance creates the risk that more subtle and/or locally experienced injustices such as described in 
chapter four might disappear from view. 
 

Eviction in the name of future hazards   
In the long-term, due to relative sea-level rise and typhoon hazards, it would most likely be unsafe 
for people to keep living in- just next to the water ways in the same way. However, the long-term 
orientation of planning for sustainable development in 100 years is beyond the frame of reference of 
the urban poor and small-scale fisherfolk, struggling for daily survival. Without proper compensation 
and/or a source of livelihood, these urban poor and small-scale fisherfolk have no way to even 
survive until next month (local sources). A community worker strikingly stated the reason: “Urban 
poor don’t have the luxury of time, to think about tomorrow.”  
 
Of course, this should not be a reason for policy-planners to refrain from planning for the long-term 
future. Attention to long-term trends and challenges, and adaptive precautionary planning, can 
create benefits for the resilience of Manila Bay socio-ecological system. Often, for policy planners it is 
a challenge to deal with the short-term orientation of politicians regarding issues such as climate 
change or land subsidence. However, the long-term orientation does add more requirements to the 
organization of participation and communicatoin with stakeholders. In general, the further in the 
future, the higher the reliance on experts’ inputs, and an overal tendency to depoliticize the policy 
process. In this way, turning to future hazards can be used as a justification for policy measures.  
 
Political ecologists subsequently study what problem framings and subsequent solutions are 
presented using the naturalizing hazard frames, and who are the winners- and losers from these 
framings. For example, in this case, relocation is presented as the only logical measurement, 
referring to the hazard area. While other options could also exist, be investigated, or developed. 
DENR established that all structures build within 3-meters from the waterways and coastline were in 
the hazard zone. Critics state that this line is quite uniformly and arbitrarily drawn (local sources). 
The hazards warned for are the rising sea-level, especially relevant due to the expected stronger 

                                                             
54 This is amplified as they often express their concerns in a way related to their barangay and direct 
surroundings (for example their focus in conversations on the Dyke in Navotas; or the electricity bill they have 
to pay). 
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typhoons in times of climate change. Hence, these future hazards are used as a justification for the 
relocation of the 300.000 informal settler families, identified to live in the hazard zone. The 
relocation is also understandable, as they are exposed to risks such as floodings and the unstable 
structures are often unsafe in times of typhoons. However, proper relocation options – close enough 
to sources of livelihood – are scarce.  
 
And from the perspective of urban poor and small-scale fisherfolk, the risk of losing their current 
livelihood is far greater than these future hazards:   

‘How can you be resilient to climate hazards, if you don’t have a source of income?’  
 
The MBSDMP does deal with these hazard areas, as they aim to ensure that new relocation sites are 
not placed in high-risk areas. On December 7th, 2018, the MBSDMP presentation during the technical 
committee mentioned that 250.000 families are living in the danger zone. A local consultant:  

“The other day we had a meeting with DENR and presented the situational analysis, and we 
told them that we found that 51% of the ISF are living in high-risk areas, to make sure that in 
terms of your messaging, if they live in high risk areas, than the only solution is you need to 
move them out. So, moving them out should not be anchored on the fact that you want to 
clean the bay. You anchor it on the fact that the government has a responsibility to protect 
the life and livelihood of people; and therefore, they have to be relocated.” (local source).  

 
However, details about relocation and budgets for compensatory housing fall outside of the scope of 
the MBSDMP. A local MBSDMP consultant:  

“The planning timeframe of the people is short, they can plan for next year next season, but 
at the back of their mind they think of their residences as something the fourth and fifth 
generation can inherit, it should take a big information campaign to convince them that they 
cannot. Especially in these hazardous areas.” (local source).  

 
In general, there are good reasons to search for safer places to live for urban poor and move people 
out of high-risk areas. However, is the hazards arguments used consistently, and are other options 
investigated, such as houses on stilts or floating houses?55 The Navotas City Engineer: 

“They [national government] want to clean up Manila Bay [because of the Mandamus 
supreme court order], they just want to clean it and remove the structures build by ISF. So 
why would they want to build other kinds of structures along the waterways...”.  

                                                             
55 The ‘hazard’ argument is used inconsistently in interviews and pops up differently in discussions about future 
development of coastal regions. For example, the City Engineer of Navotas spoke about architects that 
developed a model of floating houses, to cope with rising tides. However, a bottleneck for the projects’ 
implementation are the lack of water- and waste management services in the design and the legal obligations 
to deliver these. But, instead of searching to include waste- and water management services into the design, 
two local consultants stressed that these floating houses would still not be safe against typhoons. Following 
that line of argumentation, they believed that land reclamations would be the better option.  

Similarly, mangroves are still being cut, while these can form a natural protection against these same 
waves caused by the stronger typhoons, because of climate change. Another local consultant said that the 
cutting of mangroves to make way for the airport reclamation project was necessary for the safety of the 
planes, they could just keep a conservation area somewhere else in the bay. 
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Turning to futures through risk maps and hazard zones can legitimize measures that have a negative 
impact on the livelihood options and living conditions of urban poor and small-scale fisherfolk. While 
other measures, with less negative effects on these groups, are not proposed or investigated. 56   
 

Trust in long-term investment programs  
Relying on long-term investment programs, and the accompanying jump in temporal scales, is also an 
example of scalar politics at work. MBSDMP consultants emphasized the need to secure sound 
waste- and water management systems prior to building new properties. This would be achieved by 
inclusion of private parties, hence securing financing by the large investors that construct the 
properties instead of relying on governmental taxes. In the MBSMDP documents, inclusive 
development is approached by means of national economic growth and new finance techniques. The 
MBSDMP situation atlas states:  

“The inclusive master plan will ensure that private sector investments contribute financially, 
technically and institutionally to agreed development goals, including improved living 
conditions in informal settlements. The master planning activities will include mechanisms for 
issuing, granting and monitoring concessions for private investments in and around Manila 
Bay.” (OIDCI et al., 2018).  

In this line of argumentation, by trying to compel private investors to provide (funds for) waste- and 
water management services and upgrading of informal settlements, thus the MBSDMP would 
contribute to inclusive development. 
 
In interviews, the trust was expressed that long-term investment programs would also ultimately 
lead to inclusive development. But as a consequence, there is less focus on immediate relief 
measures for the ‘losers’ of development projects; for adressing the immediate worries of the people 
in Navotas. Moreover, this trust in the trickle-down effects of long-terms economic develompent 
resemble the trust in mainstream development models as have been taught since the ‘50’s (Boelens 
et al., 2019). For example, the argument was used that the construction of waste management 
services would create jobs for urban poor in the region. Refering to development as a ladder 
metaphors, or Maslow’s (1943) pyramid, economic development is believed to eventually increase 
social services and in time, also ecological protection.The mainstream development paradigm 
focusses further industrialization, the services sector, and accompanying property development 
(Boelens et al., 2019). A MBSDMP consultant:  

“I think that really matches with inclusive growth, because it is about relatively poor people, 
farmers, fishers, all these people would benefit from investment programs. Of course, there 
are more ‘social’ ways of doing poverty reduction. But that poverty reduction is not our chief 
objective.”  

 
Due to the water-oriented scope of the MBSDMP, the MBSDMP is explicitly not (primarily) designed 
to decrease inequalities and work on poverty reduction.  
 

                                                             
56 Progressive CSO’s cynically state that it is in general easier to enforce laws of living in danger zones on urban 
poor than on other user-groups. And that clearance of the 3-meter hazard zone of houses for urban poor, also 
clears the way for large development projects and land reclamations (local sources). 
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What kind of ‘inclusive’ development?    
The mainstream view on development might lead to the prioritization of some resource users over 
others: high-end development projects and land reclamations versus access to bay for small-scale 
fisherfolk and space for social-housing. As was argued, environmental justice is also about 
recognizing a plurality of development paradigms, and a diversity of lifestyles. Sustenance of 
resource-based lifestyles such as small-scale fishing or agriculture, alternative modes of 
development, are not prioritized the investment plans of the MBSDMP.  
 
Perhaps, the MBSDMP can create space for introducing some of these non-mainstream opportunities 
for development. An example would be building floating houses or houses on stilts, so that the 
people are still close to their main source of livelihood: the bay. And sustainable long-term 
investment programs as proposed in the MBSDMP could play an important role in building a more 
sustainable and inclusive city. A MBSDMP consultant:  

“We hope for projects that do not only create large revenues from an infrastructure 
perspective, but also to minimize negative external effects, and looking at possibilities to use 
the revenue-yielding potential of these projects to improve the situation of the entire Bay.” 
(International source).  

 
From the perspective of urban poor and small-scale fisherfolk, it would be greatly beneficial if waste- 
and water management services are provided for all of the inhabitants of Metro Manila. Yet, left-
leaning respondents kept raising the objection in interviews about the MBSDMP investment 
programs: ‘Development for whom?’. Interviewees stressed the need for development in terms of 
securing livelihood options and food-security. While condemning the Philippine governments’ focus 
on high-end property development. Kalikasan’s director repeated a quote from a fisherman in 
Bulacan: “We are not against development; we just want to be included.”  
 
Peoples’ position on the best way to secure inclusive development are tied to general divisions 
between individuals with more left- or right-leaning political orientations.  
 

6.5  Scalar politics encountered in the MBSDMP  
 
This chapter has showed how the choice for a scale of governance influences agenda-setting, 
problem framings, proposed solutions, and opportunities for actors to influence decision-making 
(Swyngedouw and Heynen 2003,  p. 912-913). Thus, the ecologically delineated, high-level, and long-
term planning characteristics of the MBSDMP structure the ‘rules of the game’. It is a political choice 
to plan ‘for Manila Bay’ and this choice influences what issues and interests are foregrounded- c.q. 
backgrounded. Table 1 (in the Annex) shows an overview of the dilemma’s arising from the 
interrelations between environmental justice and the scalar politics of departing from the Master-
planning level (CH4) or the barangay level (CH5). These dilemmas are not meant to deny the clear 
benefits of planning for the bay-level. The aim of these dilemma’s is simply to provide points of 
departure for more reflection on strategic master planning processes.  
 
The four dimensions of environmental justice (distribution, recognition, participation, and ecological 
integrity – CH4) all returned in the discussion of the impact of the ecologically delineated, high-level 
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and long-term planning orientation on the position of small-scale fisherfolk and urban poor. For 
instance, holistic planning from the bay perspective can contribute to restoration of the bay’s 
ecosystem or legitimize phenomena such as the eco-scalar fix and watershed rule. And a legitimate 
concern to adapt to future challenges such as climate change, can turn into naturalized 
legitimizations of simplistic problem definitions and one-sided solutions, such as relocation out of 
hazard areas without attention to the root causes have drawn people to these areas.  
 
To recall a wise observation from Barham (2001), about a move towards planning for ecological 
boundaries such as the ‘bay’ level:  
 

“Is such a change positive or negative? The answer is probably, “Both”. The process of 
constructing new patterns of social interaction – what sociologists refer to as social 
institution building – opens doors of possibility in both directions. The ultimate outcome may 
depend on how well we understand what is at stake in the choices that confront us. … we 
need to explore positives and negatives with a clear view to the fact that social institutions 
are rarely, if ever, neutral.” (Barham, 2001, p. 187) 
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Chapter 7. Conclusions and recommendations.  
 
7.1  Conclusions  
 
This thesis investigated what the Manila Bay Sustainable Development Masterplan (MBSDMP) case-
study could reveal about the question: ‘How does high-level, ecological delineated, and long-term 
planning relate to locally expressed environmental justice concerns?’  
 
This thesis has described that the MBSDMP-case shows that strategic master planning risks 
aggravating- instead of addressing environmental injustices. Logically, by zooming-out to the level of 
Manila Bay, policy-planners get to see different things than one would see when planning for the 
barangay level. And indeed, the bay-perspective is valuable for water management, especially as it 
enables more holistic management of Manila bay as one integrated socio-ecological system.  
Yet, adding the lens of environmental justice has helped to show that planning for ecological 
boundaries can also imply sidelining environmental justice concerns expressed at the barangay-level. 
And the small-scale fisherfolk and urban poor usually already are least influential in policy processes, 
while they have most at stake 
 
As the MBSDMP zooms-out, there is a risk that the 1,5 million people living in the hazard zones are 
transformed into small dots on a planning map. From an environmental justice perspective, making 
efforts to zoom-in to the people living along the coastline of Manila bay is important. Actors can try 
to use the created invited spaces of participation to bring back the human-perspective in strategic 
master planning. Although the high-level, ecologically delineated, and long-term orientation of the 
planning exercise does pose challenges for the practical organization of participation. Hence, it 
depends on the theory of change assumptions of actors involved whether (and if so, how) they 
believe the MBSDMP could be a useful instrument to address environmental injustices.  
 
This conclusion is informed by explorative qualitative research conducted at the barangay level in 
Navotas and the Master-planning level of the MBDSMP. A synthesis was made between the two 
governance levels using the lens of scalar politics. Findings are based on a three-month fieldwork 
period in the Philippines including observations of key events, document analysis, and 37 interviews 
(see CH3 for methodological considerations). In the next part, for each sub-question the main 
conclusions are presented.  
 

Sub-question 1 (Chapter 4):  
What are current environmental justice concerns expressed by small-scale fisherfolk and urban poor 
at the barangay-level in Navotas, a coastal municipality of Metro Manila?   
 
To answer the first sub-question, a description was provided of the environmental justice concerns 
as expressed by the small-scale fisherfolk and urban poor using the four-fold framework of 
environmental justice. Chapter 4 described the fears of the people that do not know if they will be 
able to continue working- and living along the waterways of Manila bay. Environmental injustices 
encountered were: decreased access to the bay and space for social housing (distribution), 
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persistence of negative stigma and disregard for resource-based livelihoods (recognition), lacking 
representation, consultation, and information provision about upcoming development projects 
(participation), and the overall degradation of the Manila Bay ecosystem (ecological integrity).  
 

Sub-question 2 (Chapter 5):  
What was happening in the Manila Bay Sustainable Development Master planning process [Oct 2018 
t/m Jan 2019] focusing on different perceptions of actors regarding the MBSDMP’s scope, objectives, 
and especially the role of participation?  
 
Attached to the MBSDMP planning process, is the promise of participation that has been raised in 
several ways ( § 5.5). However, actors involved interpreted ‘participation’ differently and the word 
functioned as a nirvana/boundary concept. The de-facto organization of participation in the 
MBSDMP could at the time of the field work be characterized as rushed, top-down, invited rounds of 
consultation with passive information provision. The MBSDMP did create new venues for lobbying- 
and thus possibilities to bring in the perspective of the urban poor and small-scale fisherfolk. Yet, 
community-oriented actors had higher-expectations for participation, which caused 
miscommunications and conflict in the planning process.  
 
Attention to the local context and (political) developments is crucial to assess possible (unintended) 
side-effects of the MBSDMP and the invited spaces of participation. For instance, in January 2019 the 
Department of Environment and Natural Resources (DENR) rehabilitation program was announced to 
be implemented ‘Boracay style’: a militaristic and top-down local governance trend emphasizing 
speed and effectivity. The focus of the DENR program on eviction of urban poor living in the hazard 
zone along the waterways stresses the need to seriously consider the fears of these people, as 
described in chapter 4.  
 
These local developments stand in stark contrast to the image raised by communications about 
Dutch strategic planning as an ‘inclusive and collaborative’ approach, aiming to acknowledge 
complexities. Further research is needed to understand how different actors in the MBSMP respond 
to these developments. This could provide more clarity about the character of participation in the 
MBSDMP. Subsequently, preventing false legitimization as a result of the raised promises for 
participation of groups such as the urban poor and small-scale fisherfolk.  
 

Sub-question 3 (Chapter 6): 
In terms of scalar politics, what dilemmas are the result of the ecologically delineated, high-level, and 
long-term planning orientation of the MBDSMP from an environmental justice perspective?  
 
From an academic perspective, the lens of scalar politics enables transcending the particulars of the 
MBSDMP case-study.57 The dilemma’s described could inform- and support reflection by scientists 
and practitioners on the politics of choosing ecological boundaries as governance scales, also in other 
strategic master planning processes. Ecological boundaries, such as the bay or a watershed, tend to 
be naturalized and de-politicized. While the ecologically delineated, high-level, and long-term 
                                                             
57 There is a risk that ethnographic accounts are misread as evaluations of specific projects, actors, or 
organizations. While all social processes appear messy when examined that closely (Mosse, 2011). 
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planning orientation influences ‘the rules of the game’. This is relevant, because the choice for a 
scale of governance reflects the planning priorities of the actors’ involved. This choice also influences 
what issues and interests are foregrounded- c.q. backgrounded (for example through agenda-setting, 
problem framings, proposed solutions, and changing avenues for actors to influence decision-
making).  
 
Dilemmas were identified by adding the environmental justice perspective to the lens of scalar 
politics (see Annex – table 1). To summarize, dilemma’s related to the ecological planning boundary 
are its influence on negotiations about the scope of the MBSDMP, which can result in foregrounding 
of issues such as water quality and flooding at the expense of other concerns such as securing 
livelihoods, providing social housing, and poverty alleviation. Besides the benefits of more holistic 
and integrated planning, there are risks associated with the usage of ecological boundaries, 
demonstrated by phenomena such as the eco-scalar fix and watershed rule.  
 
Next, the high-level of the MBSDMP creates the phenomenon of ‘jumping scales’, catering to more 
utilitarian perspectives of justice. Utilitarian perspectives of justice have less attention for the 
position of ‘the most vulnerable’, as would egalitarian perspectives. Secondly, the increased distance 
influences how injustices are presented, framed, and experienced by policy-planners and decision 
makers. Moreover, the increased distance adds requirements on participation as sound systems 
representation need to be developed at a higher aggregated level. These requirements demand 
extensive resources and time to build new patterns of social interaction. At least more resources and 
time than were present for the MBSDMP planning process during the field-work period. Whether- 
and how different actors assessed the organization of participation at the MBSDMP planning scale 
possible, depended on the kind of participation these individuals envisioned.  
 
At last, the long-term planning orientation influences issue prioritization. The MBSDMP has a strong 
agenda-setting function for issues such as urban sprawl, climate change, and land subsidence. Yet, 
from a representational justice perspective, it should be noted that the further in the future, the 
higher the reliance on expert input and the overall tendency to depoliticize the policy process. 
Moreover, trust in long-term investment programs can prioritize a focus on (mainstream) economic 
development over alternative development options. This trust in long-term benefits of investment 
programs for all, also justifies focusing less on the immediate relief of environmental injustices 
experienced today. The challenge is to use the long-term agenda setting function to also create space 
for alternative forms of development, as the coastline of Manila Bay will be subjected to challenges 
such as climate change.  
 

7.2  Recommendations for future research   
 
Chapter 3 describes extensively what kind of access was granted to the field, stories about 
environmental injustices heard, and thus what ‘image’ of the MBSDMP and has been observed by 
the researcher. The chief limitation of the presented conclusions is the limited time-span of the 
fieldwork from November 2018 until January 2019, while the MBSDMP is planned to last until 2020. 
Hence, only a snapshot of the negotiations, discussions, and key events using the actor-oriented 



Wageningen University  
 

 
 

111 

approach could be shown. Further research could show how the dilemma’s evolved for the MBSMDP 
case-study.  
 
However, the fact that other images or snap-shots could also have been described, does not limit the 
possibility to draw insights from what has been observed. The stories that could be re-told and 
dilemma’s discussed can provide starting points for further conversation. This is in line with 
Haraway’s (1988) view of science as a never-ending power-laden conversation. Science as the 
attempt to keep challenging naturalized assumptions, interpretations, and planning boundaries by 
actively searching for new- and different perspectives.  
 
Another limitation is that this research focused explicitly on the perspective of urban poor and small-
scale fisherfolk. Further research could depart from other actor groups, to describe the effects for 
different interests, and create a more balanced overview of the effects of ecologically delineated, 
high-level, and long-term master planning for different stakeholders. Examples are the intermittent 
layers of governmental actors, actors outside the National Capital Region, and actors working in 
other sectors of the Philippine economy. A deeper understanding of the complex user-interactions in 
the Manila Bay area and how different actors perceive what is ‘just’ in this setting, could be acquired 
by also studying their perspectives. Unfortunately, including these perspectives was outside of the 
scope of this research project.  
 
At last, considering the societal relevance of this research, the insights from the MBSMDP case-study 
could inform strategic master planning processes in other countries and in the Netherlands. In this 
way, the knowledge exchange objectives of Dutch Master Planning abroad can be realized. Using 
insights from political ecology, the ‘Dutch Delta Approach’ could be made more sensitive to the 
relations between environmental justice and strategic master planning.   
 
 

-------- 
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Annex: Matrix sets of dilemmas identified.  
Table 1.  Matrix sets of dilemmas identified. 

 Ecological boundary High-level Long-term 
Distribution Eco-scalar fix:  solutions 

proposed to address the 
crisis of Manila bay may 
actually sustain/aggravate 
that crisis by sustaining the 
processes of development 
that have led to it’s creation 
 

Jumping-scales: prioritizes 
national economic 
interests over the specific 
local injustices 
experienced, thereby 
influencing the rules of 
the game  
 

Long-term (mainstream) 
economic development 
prioritized and trust in 
inclusive development 
through investment 
programs versus 
immediate relief  

Recognition Livelihood, mentioned by 
urban poor and small-scale 
fisherfolk as the primary 
‘risk’, is backgrounded.  
Water quality, flooding, and 
climate change are 
important; but just one of the 
many hazards in the risk-
landscape of these 
communities 

Zooming out: distance 
dehumanizes, can 
transforms people into 
dots on PowerPoints  
 

How to create room for 
non-mainstream ideas of 
long-term development?  

Participation 
/representation  

Setting the rules of the game: 
key issues such as fear for 
displacement, social housing, 
and relocation are side-lined. 
Hence, affected people can 
participate in discussion on 
flooding etc. that are not key 
from their perspective 

Calls for aggregation and 
representation, puts 
stress on 
institutions/mechanisms 
of sound representation  
 
 
High abstraction level 
leads to lower perceived 
urgency of participation 

Lower perceived urgency 
of participation and 
difficult to communicate   
 
Tendency to rely on 
experts and 
depoliticization  
 
Who represents future 
generations?  

Ecological 
integrity 

Planning priorities: 
environmental needs might 
be prioritized over societal 
and/or economic objectives; 
and be de-politicized due to 
the ecological boundary 
which naturalizes policy 
decisions  
 

Watershed rule: despite 
benefits of integrated 
approaches for the socio-
ecological system Manila 
Bay, the creation of new 
institions in the Philippine 
context  might decrease 
political avenues for 
participation/contestation  

Setting the rules of the 
game: long-term 
perspective justifies harsh 
measures, local and 
immediate injustices are 
not given priority 

NB: This set of dilemmas’ is not meant to be mutually exclusive nor exhaustive, just the product of this 
explorative research project using grounded theory.  


