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Abstract

The Philippines is one of the most disaster-affected countries in the world and considered
especially vulnerable to the adverse impacts of climate change. As the economic, social and
environmental consequences of these phenomena become more pronounced across the
archipelago, disaster risk reduction and management (DRRM) and climate change
adaptation have unsurprisingly gained more attention in national and local policies and
development agendas. Within this terrain, community-based DRRM (CBDRRM) has
emerged as a core orthodoxy informing intervention, particularly in the context of low-
income informal settlements which are among the most exposed and least able to protect
themselves and recover from such events. In Metro Cebu, calls for creating a more
‘sustainable’ and ‘resilient’ city are also placing urban poor communities in an increasingly
precarious position, with those living in areas classed as ‘danger zones’ simultaneously
facing intensified pressures of displacement in the name of risk management. Amidst this
context of multiple and overlapping forms of risk and insecurity, community organising
among informal settlers has become a critical mechanism for building local capacities and
resisting different socio-political and environmental threats. Largely mobilised and driven
by women, these grassroots entities, often in the shape of homeowner associations, are
fundamental to collective contestations of policies and practices that adversely or unfairly
affect the urban poor of Cebu, while also serving as strategic sites for advancing claims on

public resources and local risk management activities.

This thesis interrogates the gendered politics of risk and community organising
among informal settlers in Metro Cebu. Drawing on the perspectives and experiences of
women and men living in areas classed as danger zones, | argue that encounters with risk
(and disaster) constitute an ‘everyday’ rather than ‘exceptional’ reality for informal settlers,
and that the siloed focus on large-scale catastrophic events obscures these gendered
realities and therein limits the efficacy of CBDRRM initiatives. Relatedly, I contend that the
language of ‘disasters’ and ‘climate change’ being endorsed and propagated by the
Philippine state depoliticises discussions of risk by concealing the socio-political and
structural drivers of vulnerability and deflecting attention away from the power
configurations and actors complicit in the production of risk. In fact, my analysis of how
DRRM features within broader urban development processes in the metropole showcases
how ‘disaster resilience’ and ‘pro-poor development’ are being mobilised to serve elite

commercial interests and legitimise the removal of slums.



Lastly, I consider the political engagement of informal settlers within this landscape
through a focus on homeowner associations which I identify as critical to risk management
in urban poor communities. I argue that grassroots ‘resilience-building’ and CBDRRM are
decidedly gendered in practice, and reveal complex dynamics whereby participation in
these activities is reinforcing gendered inequalities and power differentials while
simultaneously facilitating positive personal transformations among female members in
particular. The findings of this study reinforce the importance of understanding the socio-
spatial manifestations of gender roles, power and agency within DRRM, ‘resilience-building’
and broader urban development processes. They also contribute to advancing broader
urban geography and political ecology considerations of how gender and (disaster) risk are

implicated in urban governance and city-making processes.
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Barangay

Barong barong
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Bugoy

The Capitol
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Endo

Habal-habal

Maldita

Flying saucer

Kangkong

Lugaw tsampurado
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Sari-sari

Sidelines

Sitio

Shabu
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Tinabangay

The Filipino term for village, district or ward, barangays are the
smallest formal administrative division in local government

Makeshift houses

The Philippine tradition of mutual assistance and collective action
Truant, happy-go-lucky

The Cebu Provincial Government

Occasional home-based eatery

Colloquial shorthand term for ‘end of contract’ referring to the
widespread practice of companies employing workers on temporary
contracts

Motorcycle taxi

A term denoting negative qualities in a person, which include being
mischievous, lacking discipline and/or having malicious intentions

A colloquial term that describes a method of disposing of human
waste employed by some who lack access to toilet facilities, which
involves plastic bags of faeces being flung indiscriminately into the
air

Water spinach

Chocolate porridge
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A small and typically home-operated grocery outlet
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A sub-barangay political (and territorial) classification typically

demarcating a group of households living in a particular area
(similar to zones)

A colloquial term for methamphetamine.
An eyesore

The Cebuano term for bayanihan (see above)
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Tokhang House to house visitations by police to persuade suspected drug
users and/or dealers to stop their activities and surrender

Tongits Alocal card game

Trisikad Pedicab
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1 Introduction: risk, gender and resilience

Itis Friday 5 December, 2014, my first day in the Philippines. After an arduous 23 hour flight
from London to Manila, I wake up in my hotel room in Quezon City to the news that Typhoon
Hagupit, known locally as Ruby, is scheduled to hit the eastern part of the archipelago later
that day. Having chosen to focus my research in the Philippines precisely because of its
reputation as one of the most disaster-affected countries in the world, I can’t believe my
carelessness in not checking the weather before leaving; especially as just over a year ago,
on 7 November, 2013, the country was ravaged by Super Typhoon Yolanda, the strongest
storm ever recorded (at the time) to make landfall, sustaining winds speeds of over 200 km
per hour, and leaving more than 6000 people dead and five million homeless. Needless to
say, the country is now on high alert, and in anticipation of what might be approaching,
thousands have been evacuated to emergency shelters. Looking out at the heavy rain from
the window of my second floor hotel room, I find myself thinking about the millions of

informal settlers bracing themselves for the storm.

The thought stays with me as [ venture to a nearby coffee shop, battling through the
pellet like rain that attacks me from all directions, and occasional gusts of wind, strong
enough to stop me in my tracks. To my surprise, the streets, though perhaps quieter than
usual, are buzzing with packed jeepneys emitting thick grey exhaust plumes, and
pedestrians of all ages hurriedly making their way to their intended destinations. Business
as usual, I think to myself, though I later learn that schools, universities and some of the
larger employers have closed for the day as a precautionary measure. Three days and two
broken umbrellas later, the worst of the storm has passed through without causing much
visible disruption, bar a few reports of localised flooding and electrical outages. Sadly, in the
Visayan regions which bore the brunt of Ruby’s force, despite the concerted efforts of local
and national disaster risk reduction and emergency response teams, 22 people have been
reported dead and another hundred injured, with total damage to agriculture and
infrastructure estimated at over 5 billion pesos (equivalent to USD 100 million).
Notwithstanding the scale of the catastrophe that has afflicted the same regions that are still
rebuilding following last year’s super typhoon, there is a ubiquitous sense of relief that a

‘more major disaster’ has been averted.

A few days later, [ meet with staff from the Centre for Disaster Preparedness, one of
the leading organisations working nationally in capacity building, research and advocacy
relating to disaster risk reduction and management (DRRM). Over the course of our two-

hour-long discussion, they describe ongoing community organising and gender
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mainstreaming efforts in different regions, explaining the role of local and international
non-governmental organisations (INGOs) in DRRM, and the gender dynamics they have
observed in the various communities with whom they work. They collectively share that in
their experience, women tend to be the main attendees and active participants in local
DRRM activities, a reality they attribute to the fact that ‘the men are usually at work’. In the
context of preparedness and post-disaster recovery, women are again highlighted as critical
actors, as are community organisations, namely homeowner associations and women’s
groups. As we near the end of our conversation, we are joined by a woman from DAMPA, a
network of 200-plus community-based, (and predominantly women-led) organisations,
working on DRRM across the Philippines. After a brief discussion about my research
interests and the broader purpose of my visit, she invites me to attend DAMPA’s upcoming
general assembly which is being held in Manila. Delighted by the offer, I eagerly accept the
invitation, and two days later, find myself in a room with more than 30 grassroots female

leaders from across the country.

Over a lunch of fried chicken and rice, those nearest me tell me about their homes and
communities. All of them reside in informal settlements, the majority in coastal areas,
including the famous Tondo slum of Metro Manila, as well as rural provincial townships in
eastern Mindanao and Leyte routinely battered by storms coming in from the Pacific. When
[ ask them how they managed during Typhoon Ruby, the three women from Manila describe
the difficulties they faced in keeping their children safe and belongings dry throughout the
storm, and proceed to tell me that only yesterday, a fire broke out in their area, destroying
their homes and possessions. Thankfully no one died. Despite the immediacy of this
personal catastrophe, they say they chose to come to the meeting today, since, in their
words, staying in the community won’t bring these things back, so they just need to carry
on and move forward. The determination and resolve exemplified by these women who had
just lost their homes, and their commitment to participate in this meeting, strikes me, yet,
watching the women share hugs, laughter and support throughout the day, I can understand
their decision. Though not in an area identified at the time as ‘disaster-affected’, Tondo
residents and other informal settlers like them, had their homes and belongings damaged
by the rains, storm surge and floodwaters that accompanied Typhoon Ruby. Many likely
contracted illnesses from the wet conditions, and lost incomes trying to protect their homes
instead of working, or simply because the weather conditions made their livelihood
activities impossible. That in the brief period of respite that followed Ruby, over one
hundred people in Tondo saw their homes destroyed in a fire that received little if any media

attention, the subjective meaning of ‘disaster’ remains at the forefront of my mind.
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1.1 Risk, gender and resilience in urban informal settlements
1.1.1 My path preceding the PhD

Reflecting back on where my PhD journey began and where I have ended up, I can’t help but
smile at the synchronicity of events that led me to researching gender and disaster
resilience in the Philippines. In many ways, this topic and the feminist lens and
methodological principles I have adopted, reflect a coming together of my academic and
professional life, both of which have revolved around my interest in environmental change
and social justice. My undergraduate degree was in environmental science after which [
spent nearly ten years working for non-governmental organisations (NGOs) in Canada,
Panama, East Africa, and the United Kingdom on projects relating respectively to food
security, HIV/AIDS and gender mainstreaming, and homelessness. After a few years in the
homelessness sector, I found myself missing the international and environmental focus of
my previous work, so decided to do a masters in urbanisation and development, and then

went on to start my PhD.

Since my undergrad, I have been interested in (and critical of) the packaging of
sustainable development initiatives, particularly in terms of who and what gets left out of
the discussion. With the increasing focus on climate change and natural disasters within
these conversations, during my masters, I also found myself thinking about how the term
resilience is being mobilised, and the bodies and communities that bear the costs of being
resilient. In addition to being able to conduct in-depth research on a topic of personal
interest, I also saw the PhD as an opportunity for me to learn about a part of the world that
[ had little exposure to. The Philippines, a lower middle-income country that is considered
one of the most gender equitable countries in the world, and whose vulnerability to climate
change had recently (at the time) come to attract significant international attention
following the super typhoon, seemed like an interesting place for exploring the nexus
between gender, class and resilience to environmental change. In short, it was the
culmination of my interests and professional background in gender mainstreaming and
participatory development, housing justice and environment change that inspired this
study and informed the feminist political ecology framework and participatory methods

adopted (see Chapters 2 and 3).

1.1.2 Poverty, gender and climate change

As the above vignette illustrates, navigating risk is an inherent part of urban life, especially
for the poor, who by definition, have more limited economic assets and political power to

protect themselves from social, political and environmental insecurities. In countries such
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as the Philippines, where the consequences of global warming present a very real set of
current and future challenges, the precarious conditions facing low-income urban
communities are further exacerbated. Perhaps a reflection of growing international
awareness and concern for these issues, the 2030 Development Agenda marks the first time
that climate change has featured explicitly in a global framework, with Sustainable
Development Goal (SDG) 13 calling on countries to ‘take urgent action to control climate
change and its impacts’ (United Nations, 2018: 10). Notwithstanding, in the Philippines,
which according to the comprehensive records of the International Disaster Database has
experienced more natural hazards than any other country in the world (Bankoff, 1999: 387,
2003), climate change adaptation (CCA) and disaster risk reduction (DRR) have long been
prominent in urban and social development agendas, although notably more so since

Typhoon Yolanda.

Situated along two major tectonic fault lines in an area known as ‘the Pacific Rim of
Fire’, the combined geophysical and meteorological characteristics of the Philippines
contribute to its exceptional propensity to a range of natural hazards (Bankoff, 2003: 47).
The archipelago is home to more than 220 volcanos of which twenty are considered active
(Bankoff, 1999: 386). It also experiences an average of five earthquakes daily, and though
most of these are not strong enough to be noticed, Filipinos are no strangers to the
destructive effects of seismic activity. Furthermore, its unshielded geographic location
leaves it especially exposed to high intensity tropical storms coming in from the Pacific
Ocean that in turn result in flooding, soil degradation and saltwater intrusion carrying
significant socio-economic impacts (Bankoff, 2003: 31; Climate Change Commission, 2011;
World Bank, 2013). Philippine cities are some of the most vulnerable in the East Asian and
Pacific region to storm surge (Dasgupta et al., 2009: 33). Between 1985 and 2011, 157.94
million Filipinos were reportedly affected by natural hazards with an additional 57,227
associated deaths recorded (HDN, 2013: 16). Tropical storms numbering between 20 and
30 per year, around ten of which are classified as typhoons, are responsible for more
economic damage and loss of life than any other hazard in the archipelago (Climate Change
Commission, 2011). In 2009 alone, typhoons affected 10 million people, destroying 154,000
houses and causing damage to a further 78,000 (Collin et al., 2011: 10).
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[t is estimated that almost 40 percent of urban dwellers in the archipelago are living
in overcrowded slum settlements (UNSD, 2015),! many of which are in low-lying flood-
prone areas or on steep slopes vulnerable to landslides, with limited access to basic
infrastructure including water and sanitation. Despite their location on sites that might
appear ‘undesirable’ to those with alternatives, rapid urbanisation in a context of severe
land shortages and an increasingly competitive landscape of commercial and property
development have made security of shelter and land tenure one of the most pressing
concerns facing informal settlers in urban agglomerations such as Metro Manila in Luzon
and Metro Cebu in the Central Visayas, both of which continue to attract a high number of
migrants from smaller cities and rural townships in search of work. Within this context of
multiple and overlapping forms of risk and insecurity, community organising among urban
informal settlers has become a critical mechanism for building local capacities and resisting
various socio-political and environmental threats. Largely mobilised and driven by women,
these grassroots organisations, often in the shape of homeowner associations, are
fundamental to collective contestations of policies and practices that adversely or unfairly
affect the urban poor, and are also a necessary precursor to any dialogue or negotiations
with the state, including making claims on public resources. While not necessarily a new
feature of the urban political landscape, as my thesis reveals, these organisations are

proving pivotal to risk management activities in informal settlements.

With narratives of ‘resilience-building’ simultaneously emerging as the new mantra
of CCA and sustainable urban development in the Philippines, homeowner associations are
also being harnessed by governments and NGOs alike, especially in the realm of DRRM
where community-based approaches have become the new orthodoxy. However the extent
to which this ‘bottom-up’ form of governance has actually enhanced the engagement and
accountability of the state in meeting the needs of informal settlers within the archipelago
has yet to be critically appraised. This, I argue, is an important point of inquiry to ensure
that these communities are not simply left to shoulder the bulk of the burdens for ‘building

back better’, shrouded in a language of participation, empowerment and resilience. Another

1 The term ‘slum’ can be applied to residential settlements lacking one or more of the following:
access to a safe, accessible and affordable water supply; adequate sanitation including access to
private or public toilets facilities, shared with a reasonable number of people; durable housing
offering protection against extreme climatic conditions and which is located in non-hazardous
environments; sufficient living space with not more than three people sharing one room; and
security of tenure for protection against forced evictions (UN-Habitat, 2008, 2014). Throughout this
thesis I refer to ‘informal settlements’ in place of slums, owing to the pejorative meaning that has
come to be associated with the latter.
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point that remains obscure is why these community-based mobilisations are largely
dominated by women, in numbers if not always in authority, and how (if at all) these
feminised spaces of collective action are reshaping gender and class relations at the

household, community and wider political scales.

1.2 Research aims and key questions
1.2.1 Research aims

Inspired by these points of interrogation, my research explores the socio-spatial politics of
risk and community organising in urban informal settlements in Metro Cebu. I situate my
efforts to understand how gendered subjectivities, ideologies and identities feature in
respondents’ everyday encounters with, and interpretations of, risk and risk management,
within the realm of feminist political ecology; a school of thought identifies gender as a
critical variable informing access to, and control over, resources (including land), and
knowledge production about environmental issues (Elmhirst, 2011; Elmhirst and
Resurreccion, 2008; Rocheleau et al., 1996). Despite the centrality of community organising
to urban governance and ‘pro-poor’ development in the Philippines, and, of female
participation therein, attention to causes and consequences of gendered participation in
these local institutions has been largely neglected. Rather, the limited literature that does
exist on community-based disaster risk reduction and management (CBDRRM) evaluates
the local implementation and impacts of ‘technical’ risk mitigation or activities specifically
concerned with preparedness and response for major calamitous events, including local
knowledge transfer, community mapping and early warning and emergency response
systems (Allen, 2006; Delica-Willison, 2003; Delica-Willison and Gaillard, 2012; Fernandez
et al, 2012; Gaillard, 2015; Matthies, 2017). Although these are unquestionably important,
[ argue that these are but a few of the actual (disaster) risk management practices that urban

poor communities, and women particularly, are engaging in.

In an effort to address this lacuna, I employ oral and visual feminist participatory
methods to elicit respondents’ personal accounts and experiences of risk, and uncover the
meanings ascribed to and motivating individual participation in homeowner associations
and related risk reduction activities. Seeking to counter dominant epistemological
hierarchies prominent in objectivist (and arguably masculinist) approaches to research on
risk, climate change and urban development, such methods, which explicitly engage with
politics of knowledge production and the positionality of knowledge-maker(s) in both
process and effect (Duran, 1991) and which actively encourage meaningful respondent

participation within the research process, are especially well suited to capturing the
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complexities and nuances embedded within individual (and collective) experiences. In my
analysis of respondent narratives, | have paid particular attention to the gendered dynamics
of power (or more specifically empowerment), representation and resistance? embedded
within, and emanating from these spaces. I reflect on what insights these relational
subtleties might offer about broader socio-spatial politics of risk and community organising

among urban poor informal settlers living in so-called ‘danger zones’.

A central argument of my thesis is that risk and insecurity are fundamental drivers
underpinning the establishment of, and crucially, gendered engagement in, urban poor
homeowner associations (see Chapter 6). I substantiate this claim by showing how gender
shapes people’s perceptions of, exposure and responses to different forms of risk and
insecurity, and members’ situated knowledges, identities and interests concerning, risk, risk
management, and participation in volunteerism more broadly. My framing of these issues
positions housing at the heart of urban DRRM discussions, revealing the deeply embedded
relationship between insecurity of shelter and tenure and events traditionally conceived of
as disasters (see Chapters 4, 5 and 6). In so doing, | seek to broaden our knowledge and
understanding of risk and disaster, which hitherto have been dominated by stereotypically
(white/Global North) male, technocratic interests in science and securitisation (Denton,
2002; MacGregor, 2009: 132; Terry, 2009), that have caricatured if not completely

disregarded the (gendered) experiences of those most affected.

Another key argument stemming from this analysis is that encounters with risk (and
disaster) constitute an everyday rather than exceptional reality for urban informal settlers
(see Chapters 4 and 5). This is why throughout this thesis, the term disaster often appears
in brackets, so as not to conflate or render invisible ‘everyday risks’ and risk management
activities through the label of disaster. As discussed above in the context of research into
CBDRRM, the term disaster carries particular connotations and assumptions that inform
what is included and excluded from the discussion. As such, a fundamental aim of my
research is to make a case for integrating considerations of everyday risk (see also Allen et

al, 2015; Bull-Kamanga et al., 2003; Ruszczyk, 2018; Ziervogel et al, 2017) and risk

2 Throughout the thesis, my analytical interests in power lie not in conceptualising and unpicking its

meaning or intricacies, but rather in critically appraising the spaces and processes through which
power relations are transformed towards more (or possibly less) equitable ends. By power relations
I am referring to the exchanges between groups, individuals or institutions that have the authority,
legitimacy and capacity to express and achieve their interests, and those who do not. [ am also
concerned with the socio-cultural, political and structural conditions underpinning these
inequalities and the vulnerability of certain groups to various forms of risk. It is in this light that
issues of representation (i.e. identity) and resistance become paramount.
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management into DRRM and resilience-building scholarship and practice. Not only does the
lens of ‘the everyday’ draw out the multiple and intersecting social, political and structural
drivers of endangerment and vulnerability, reinforcing risk and disasters as a continuum
(ibid.; see also Satterthwaite et al., 2007:13), but to uncover ‘the everyday’ necessitates
engagement with grassroots perspectives and experiences (Ruszczyk, 2017) that are all too
often silenced or excluded in DRRM and CCA agendas. This latter point is especially critical
given that risk and vulnerability are subjective, socially and spatially contingent conditions
(Wisner etal., 2004), and relatedly, as my findings indicate, are gendered in both perception
and experience (see also Bradshaw and Fordham, 2013; Chant and Mcllwaine, 2016;
Enarson, 1998; Enarson et al., 2007; Fordham, 1999). Herein, [ consider how gendered
subjectivities interact with other forms of social difference to define shared and distinct
socio-spatial realities and ‘riskscapes’ (Blok, 2016; Morello-Frosch et al., 2001; Morello-
Frosch and Shenassa, 2006; Miiller-Mahn and Everts, 2013; Neisser, 2014; Sutherland et al,,
2012), drawing attention to the tensions, negotiations and contestations that exist therein.
[ employ the concept of ‘riskscapes’ in recognition of the unequal geographies of
environmental risk and justice across classed and gendered lines, and understand it to
encompass the multiple socio-spatial configurations of risk produced through interacting
social, material and environmental conditions. As summarised by Neisser (2014: 101, citing
Appadurai, 1998), the suffix ‘-scape’ alludes to the dynamic and fluid, yet subjectively

situated and seemingly static character of these relationships.

Relatedly, given that women constitute such a high proportion of the ‘volunteers’ on
which these initiatives depend, an appraisal of the gendered consequences arising from
participation in these spaces is crucial to ensuring that CBDRRM and so called ‘resilience-
building’ interventions are as ‘inclusive’ and ‘empowering’ as they claim (or aspire) to be. I
thus reflect on the individual and collective impacts associated with female participation in
homeowner associations, focusing within this analysis on the extent to which these
organisations are facilitating positive transformations in gender and class relations within
and across different domains (see Chapter 6). As my research demonstrates, homeowner
associations are useful sites for unpicking the complex and seemingly paradoxical gendered
dynamics entangled in CBDRRM and other ‘bottom-up’ development processes reliant on
local participation. In my analysis of the various manifestations of empowerment that
emerge from participation in homeowner associations, I adopt Kabeer’s (2010: 106)
definition of empowerment as the processes by which those denied the capacity to make
strategic life choices and exercise influence (i.e. power), acquire it, and also look to the

broader conceptual model recently developed by Eerdewijk et al. (2017), which I discuss in
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more detail below. I also engage with Chant’s (2008) construct of the ‘feminisation of
responsibility and obligation’ in my evaluation of the terms and implications of women’s
inclusion in local risk management and resilience building activities. Chant refers to the
process wherein traditional gender roles and female-oriented norms of altruism are
perpetuated by development programmes, leaving poor women increasingly liable for both

coping with, and addressing, their circumstances of poverty.3

Finally, an understanding of these local socio-spatial dynamics cannot be fully
developed without considering the broader political landscape in which they are situated.
As Griffin et al. (2017: 1) assert, although there are numerous studies ‘focusing on
environmental justice in urban areas and on resilience in cities of the Global South,
surprisingly few... have explored (in)justices and power relationships produced by
governing efforts to realise resilience’. Following the rich theoretical contributions from
Zeiderman’s (2016) ethnographic study of risk governance in Bogot4, Colombia, I respond
to this call by analysing the political economy of disaster risk in Metro Cebu. Specifically, I
try to uncover how DRRM features in broader urban development processes and politics to
shape or reconfigure the city. I analyse interactions between the state, private developers,
civil society, and urban poor communities around matters of (disaster) risk management,
infrastructure, land tenure insecurity and disaster-induced displacement and resettlement,
paying particular attention to how these issues are framed and approached by different
stakeholders, and to what effect. Reinforcing my argument about the significance of ‘the
everyday’ over ‘the exceptional’, I reveal how a focus on ‘disasters’ and ‘climate change’ can
serve to depoliticise discussions of risk by concealing the socio-political and structural
drivers of vulnerability, deflecting attention away from the power configurations and actors
complicit in its production (see Chapter 5). My interrogation of these broader political
dynamics showcases how disaster ‘resilience’ and ‘pro-poor development’ are often
mobilised to serve elite commercial interests and legitimise the removal of slums,
identifying a new manifestation of ‘accumulation by dispossession’ (Harvey, 2003) taking
place in Philippine cities (and possibly extending to other disaster-affected countries).
When these dynamics are considered alongside my findings of the gendered politics shaping

grassroots activities, it becomes clear that adopting a siloed focus on large-scale

3 Bradshaw’s (2001, 2002, 2013: 155) observations in the aftermath of Hurricane Mitch in Nicaragua,
suggest similar dynamics may also be transferring to the realm of disaster management, with
women bearing the brunt of the burdens for ‘building back better’.
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catastrophic events obscures gendered and classed realities, and thereby limits the efficacy

of DRRM interventions.

1.1.3 Research questions

To address these research aims, my thesis is framed around the following key questions and

sub-questions:

How do urban informal settlers living in disaster-prone areas perceive and

experience risk (and disaster)?

How do perceptions and experiences of risk differ between women and men (if at

all)?

To what extent do these perceptions and experiences align with popular
articulations of risk ascribed to ‘danger zones’ and informal settlements more

generally?

How is (D)RRM discourse, policy and practice embedded in the wider political

economy of urban development in Metro Cebu?

How are the ‘riskscapes’ of informal settlements interpreted and expressed by state

agencies?

What kinds of policies and programmes are being implemented under the rubric of

DRRM?

How are disaster risk governance efforts reconfiguring the city?

How do informal settlers living in danger zones engage in risk management activities

and to what effect?

What roles and responsibilities do women and men assume in local (disaster) risk
management activities and how do gender relations feature within potential

divisions of labour?
What motivates individual actions and initiatives in CB(D)RRM?

How does participation in CB(D)RRM challenge and/or reproduce gendered and

classed power relations, and to what effect?

As depicted in my thesis outline below, my three empirical chapters are oriented around

these key questions in the order outlined above. However, given the complex and mutually
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constitutive nature of these questions and their answers, my analysis of each theme is not
confined to a single chapter, but rather develops throughout the thesis as new findings are

presented which hold relevance to previous arguments.

In an effort to better understand the situated realities and gendered politics of risk
and community organising in urban informal settlements, | undertook seven months of
mixed method ethnographic fieldwork during multiple visits between December 2014 and
December 2017. During this period, I conducted 20 semi-structured preliminary interviews
with a range of organisations and individuals working in DRRM and/or social development
sectors, eleven focus group discussions with a total of 61 informal settlers, and a further 62
in-depth interviews, 44 with informal settlers (50 percent of whom participated in the focus
groups), and 18 with people working for government and civil society organisations (see
Chapter 3). This was supplemented by the wealth of insights gained from the many hours
spent with respondents in their homes and communities. Focus group discussions,
interviews and informal conversations with community members were translated verbatim
by my research assistant, Regina Yoma, an anthropology student who accompanied me
throughout the duration of my fieldwork (see Chapter 3 for more on translation).# In the
remainder of this chapter, | discuss my rationale for selecting Metro Cebu as a study site,

concluding with a brief overview of the subsequent chapters.

1.3 Why Metro Cebu, the Philippines?
1.3.1 Urban risk in the Philippines

Urban populations around the world are increasingly vulnerable to the impacts of climate
change. Although the exact cause of global warming remains a topic of contentious debate,
the reality of unprecedented increases in mean annual global temperatures witnessed in
recent decades is undeniable. Rising sea levels and an increasing frequency and intensity of
extreme weather events such as cyclones, floods, droughts and wildfires are but a few
examples of how changing climate patterns have been materialising (Mirza, 2003; van Aalst,
2006); often with devastating consequences for affected populations. While weather-
related hazards are globally occurring phenomena which have the potential to cause

significant adverse impacts on both human society and the natural environment (Bradshaw,

4 All quotes included in my thesis are from original interviews or conversations, and verbatim unless
otherwise stated.
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2013: 2-3; UNISDR, 2009), the distribution of disasters resulting from these events is far

from uniform.

Despite their far smaller contribution to global carbon dioxide emissions (Dodman,
2009), Global South countries have paradoxically absorbed the majority of costs associated
with climate-related hazards, with spending on damages caused by global warming
proportionally 20 times greater than higher income countries (Mirza, 2003: 233). According
to the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP, 2014: 20), ‘these growing threats
most affect poor people and poor communities: 98 percent of those killed and affected by
natural disasters are from developing countries’ and by 2025, more than half of these
populations may be vulnerable to floods and storms. In both the Philippines and globally,
much of the devastation resulting from natural hazards is increasingly experienced in cities
(Bartlettetal., 2009; Dodman et al., 2009; Moser and Satterthwaite, 2010). Since 2008, more
the half of the world’s population has resided in urban areas, three-quarters of whom are
living in low- and middle-income countries (Revi et al.,, 2014: 541). This urbanisation has
been accompanied by a growing number of informal settlements, with Asia alone
accounting for 61 percent of the global slum population (Banerjee et al., 2014: 5). Many
cities of lower and middle-income countries such as the Philippines are also anticipated to
absorb large proportions of future population growth (Cohen, 2006: 63; McGranahan and
Satterthwaite, 2014: 10-12). In fact, the UN predicts that all future population growth will
be experienced in cities (Satterthwaite, 2007: 5), and that the world’s urban population will
grow by more than two-thirds by 2050, with Asia and Africa’s urban population projected
to account for 90 percent of this 2.5 billion increase (UNDESA, 2014: 1,12).

While the majority of Filipinos continue to reside in rural areas, urbanisation levels
are rapidly catching up, with 47 percent of the population estimated to be living in urban
areas (World Bank, 2018b), 38.3 percent of whom are living in overcrowded informal
settlements (UNSD, 2015). As discussed, the latter are especially vulnerable to
meteorological hazards (Balgos, 2016; Bankoff, 2003: 73; HDN, 2013). In turn, and
compounding this situation, reduced opportunities in subsistence agriculture, ongoing
depletion of fish stocks and increasingly unpredictable weather patterns affecting the
reliability of many rural livelihoods make it highly probable that many of those seeking
refuge and security will head to urban destinations, with much evidence of migration

serving as an adaptive strategy for Filipinos during times of crisis, witnessed since the
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1980s as historically observed by Chant and Mcllwaine, (1995), Findley (1987), Lauby and
Stark (1988) and Trager (1988) (see also UNESCO et al.,, 2018).5

The shift towards a more urban society has in some cases, been rapid and
unbalanced, resulting in the emergence of megacities.6 Urbanisation in the Philippines has
followed a similar trajectory, with its capital city, Metro Manila, hosting an estimated
21,241,000 residents (Balgos, 2016: 179). Though Manila is predicted to continue to grow
over the next 50 years (albeit at a slower pace), metropolitan centres such as Cebu, Davao
and other regional capitals are attracting a growing number of migrants from around the
country, making them increasingly important to the social and economic development of
the archipelago. Given the growing proportion of the Philippine (and global) population
residing in urban centres, pre-emptive planning to address the vulnerability of cities to
climate-related hazards is gaining traction internationally, as evidenced in SDGs 9, 11 and
13 on urban resilience, DRRM and climate action, and in UN-Habitat’'s New Urban Agenda
which recognises CCA and DRRM as emerging urban development challenges (see
discussion in Chapter 2). Nonetheless, in comparison with the attention afforded to rural
areas by national and international organisations focusing on DRRM, urban areas remain
relatively neglected (Satterthwaite et al., 2007) bar in the aftermath of localised disasters.
Assertions by Lipton (1977) of an entrenched ‘urban bias’ within the development sector

seem to have gone amiss in the case of CCA and DRRM.

In the Philippines, considerations of urban environments in the realm of national
(and international) DRRM policy, investment and scholarship have focused overwhelmingly
on Metro Manila, with Tacloban unsurprisingly attracting a considerable amount of
attention since Super Typhoon Yolanda in 2013 (see for example Bowen, 2015; Cranmer
and Biddinger, 2014; Duijsens and Faling, 2014; Ngatu et al., 2015; Reyes and Lu, 2015;
Salazar, 2015). Outside these two cities, the bulk of DRRM research remains largely focused
on rural areas, leaving the realities and challenges facing the country’s expanding
‘secondary’ urban centres at the periphery of these discussions. Heeding Robinson’s (2006:
1) assertion that ‘all cities are best understood as ordinary’ and serve as interesting sites for
advancing our understanding of ‘the urban’ (see also Robinson and Roy, 2016), Metro
Cebu’s stature as a growing secondary city, and, its position outside the disaster limelight,

makes it an interesting arena for exploring alternative narratives and ways of thinking

5 On the importance of international migration, see Pratt et al,, (2017) and Tadiar (2004, 2009).

6 Cities with populations of over 10 million people. At present, there are 28 megacities globally, the
majority of which are located in Asia (UNDESA, 2014: 1, 14)
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about risk and risk governance through the lens of the everyday. My decision has also been
influenced by Roy’s (ibid., 2009, 2011) calls for developing ‘new geographies of theory’ that
stretch beyond the ‘global’ and ‘modern’ city narratives and loci that have dominated urban

theorisations thus far.

1.3.2 Poverty and precarity in Metro Cebu

Metro Cebu in the Central Visayas, is the oldest urban centre in the Philippines and the
second largest urban agglomeration after Metro Manila. The wider administrative
metropolitan zone is comprised of seven cities and six municipalities collectively housing a
total population of over 2.8 million (OECD, 2017), of which over 1.5 million are living in the
three so-called ‘highly urbanised cities’ 7 of Cebu City, Lapu-Lapu, and Mandaue City (with
populations of 922,611, 362,654 and 410,112 respectively according to the 2015 census).
In addition to being a key hub for island-hopping tourists, the metropole’s Mactan Export
Processing Zone (EPZ) and growing business process outsourcing sector have also made
Cebu an attractive destination for both highly and less-skilled Filipino migrants seeking an
employment alternative to Manila. However, a limited availability of affordable
accommodation, coupled with high levels of underemployment, has relegated
approximately 41,000 households (205,000 people) to living in informal settlements, over
10,000 of which are located along riverbanks and other waterways that are very exposed to
various hydro-meteorological hazards (Semilla, 2015a). As noted by the local NGO FORGE
(2014: 5), Metro Cebu has also absorbed a large number of migrants coming from areas

affected by Typhoon Yolanda, including the north of the island and neighbouring provinces.

During the rainy season, which in Cebu generally runs from June to November,
flooding up to depths of three metres is common, affecting those who live and work in lower
lying parts of the city in particular (See Figure 1.1). Since 1990, when Typhoon Ruping
destroyed 60 percent of Cebu City (Bankoff, 1999: 388), compared with the northern part
of the province and its neighbouring islands to the east, this regional capital has been largely
spared from the ravages of recent typhoons. Two weeks prior to Yolanda, a major
earthquake (the strongest the country had seen in 23 years) in neighboring Bohol, also left

the metropole with only limited damage. That said, its close proximity to seismic activity

7 In the Philippines, cities are differentially classified for governance purposes according to the size

of their population and economy, with the term ‘highly urbanised’ or ‘independent’ applied to any
city with over 200,000 inhabitants and whose economy generates at least fifty million pesos
annually. These cities report directly to the national government, while those outside that category
sit within the jurisdiction of their respective provincial governments (see also Chapter 3 discussion
on site selection).
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and the high number of tropical storms that frequent the island mean that residents of

Metro Cebu are regularly on high alert for flash floods, landslides and storm surge in the

coastal areas, making climate-related risks a part of daily life.

Figure 1.1: Flood Hazard Map of Metro Cebu
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Source: http://www.nababaha.com/flood/cebu/cebu.htm (accessed 10 May, 2016).

Recognising the numerous social and environmental hazards affecting Metro Cebu'’s
growing population of informal settlers, both national and local governments have initiated
various social protection, slum upgrading and resettlement programmes alongside wider
emergency preparedness and DRRM interventions, directly and indirectly branded as
fostering the development of resilient cities and communities (see Chapter 5). These
interventions depend on the collective efforts of local government units (LGUs), civil society
and community-based or people’s organisations8, with the latter in turn reliant on the
cooperation and participation of its members (Putzel, 1998: 78). In many informal

settlements, such organisations often take the shape of homeowner associations (see

8 These membership-based organisations may include local community associations, women'’s

organisations or other sector-specific interest groups, cooperatives, peasant groups and trade
unions, but exclude other professional or business associations, NGOs and base Christian

communities (Putzel, 1998: 78; see also Clarke, 1998: 3).
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Chapter 3 for more discussion) whose membership base typically numbers between 20 and
a few hundred households, bound by their geographic proximity, their circumstances of

land tenure insecurity and their status as structure owners (despite not owning the land).

The prominence and function of homeowner associations in urban poor
communities are intimately connected with the archipelago’s long history of community
organising and collective action, which was consolidated in the 1970s and 80s as
progressive groups united in resistance to the Marcos dictatorship (Constantino-David,
1985, 1995; Shatkin, 2000, 2007).° During this period marked by repressive state violence
against any signs of political activism, church-based organisations following the principles
of pro-poor liberation theology and inspired the ideas of Saul Alinsky and Paolo Freire on
community organising and conscientization respectively, began working to fill the gaps in
health, education and livelihood programming as NGOs were shut down or forced
underground. Mobilising the poor towards collective action through principles of
consciousness-raising, self-reliance, participation and empowerment (Dizon, 2012), these
community organising activities are seen to have laid the foundations for the success of the
non-violent People Power Revolution that put an end to the Marcos dictatorship in 1986,
and to the robust civil society sector that has emerged since. Women, including missionaries
and grassroots leaders, were central to these organising efforts, building on a long history
of female activism in nationalist movements and colonial resistance, and continue to play
an active role in political movements relating inter alia to labour, land reform and women'’s

rights (Friesen, 1989; Roces, 2010).

Building on this tradition of grassroots collective action, community organising
efforts in urban poor communities often result in the establishment of homeowner
associations, which in addition to offering informal settlers a certain legitimacy and
visibility, also serve as an important platform from which they are able to lobby the state
for resources and contest policies and practices that adversely or unfairly affect them,
including efforts to displace them. Within their remit of working to address local needs and
issues, homeowner associations have also become a venue for local disaster risk
management interventions. Interestingly, Bankoff (2007) suggests a direct link between a
community’s exposure and vulnerability to hazards and the emergence of what he terms

‘mutual benefit associations’ or social capital networks, raising the question of whether the

9 See also http://www.hartford-hwp.com/archives/54a/063.html.
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surge in homeowner associations in recent years is in some way related to an increase in

actual or perceived vulnerability among residents.

Although the decision to establish and participate in an association ultimately lies
with the residents themselves, communities are often encouraged and supported to do so
by partner NGOs and the LGU. Theoretically speaking, such a set-up suggests the existence
of a partially (if not completely) functional model of cooperative governance, though with
notable exclusions given that renters and extended family members do not qualify as
‘homeowners’ and are thus unable to join an association. However, as Bankoff and Hilhorst
(2009: 3) critically conclude in their study of disaster management in the Bicol region of
southern Luzon, ‘different political interpretations of risk reduction often remain concealed
behind the facade of a shared language of disaster response’ and concern for those most
affected. They found that government efforts tended to focus on helping communities to
regain a state of ‘normalcy’ and recover the social order that existed prior to the event, while
the responses of grassroots organisations were motivated by a more transformative politics
which sought to change the social and political structures that rendered certain groups

vulnerable to the disaster in the first place (ibid.: 10-13).

As 1 discuss in Chapter 5, evidence of a similar rift between state and citizen
perspectives are also apparent in Metro Cebu’s slum demolition and resettlement
programmes, which are being imposed on communities of informal settlers in the name of
DRRM (Bunachita, 2014a, 2014b; Mendoza, 2016; Philippines Star, 2010) and urban
beautification (Angeles, 2015; Bunachita, 2016; Freeman, 2016; Matus, 2016; Mendoza,
2015; Semilla, 2015b); an experience common to many cities across Asia (Barnett and
Webber, 2010; Ghertner, 2008; 2011; Kusno, 2011). When presented with the possibility of
resettlement, many households residing in areas classified as ‘high risk’ prefer to stay and
take their chances with the unpredictable forces of nature over the uncertainties associated
with relocation. As Taylor (2013: 16) describes in relation to riverbank settlements in
Indonesian cities, ‘in many instances, residents accept and have adopted means of living
with a degree of risk. In such cases, relocation may increase the vulnerability of households
in other ways, for example by breaking social ties and moving people away from their
sources of income.” In the case of Bogotd, Zeiderman (2013: 11) observes that ‘zonas de
alto riesgo’ are actually attracting new residents who hope to benefit from the status and
state protections awarded to those officially recognised as belonging to this ‘vulnerable’
population. These trade-offs in risk and insecurity, and the conflicts and co-optation that
emerge amidst competing interests and perspectives underscore the subjective, socio-

political essence of risk and vulnerability in the public imagination.
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In both urban and rural Philippines (as elsewhere globally), DRRM narratives,
resources and attention tend to be monopolised by a focus on major calamitous events or
‘intensive risks’, owing to conventional definitions of disasters framed by high mortality
levels and/or significant material and economic losses (see Chapter 2). Consequently,
DRRM policy and practice concentrates almost exclusively on preventing deaths and
minimising the damages incurred from the more extreme spectrum of events. However as
Dodman et al. (2009: 6) highlight, for people living in slums, the adverse effects and number
of deaths caused by everyday or ‘extensive risks’ are typically underestimated and likely
present a greater source of stress and vulnerability to people’s livelihoods and well-being.
Despite the unquestionable importance of pre-emptively working to minimise human
casualties and material losses, my stance is that focusing attention on large-scale calamities
tends to overemphasise the significance the ‘event’ in itself, making slow-onset disasters
and everyday risks more invisible despite their damaging and disruptive consequences in

the longer term (Hewitt, 1997: 34-6).

Furthermore, given the high levels of poverty, stretched public services and land
and housing shortages common to many South East Asian cities, while it is possible that new
and unforeseen risks will emerge from global warming, it seems likely that the main impacts
of climate change will be an exacerbation of existing hazards and developmental challenges
(Bartlett et al.,, 2009; Dodman, 2009; Dodman et al., 2009). This is even more the case when
the numbers of urban dwellers living in slums are considered, who, as previously
mentioned, are often highly exposed and less able to protect themselves from
anthropogenic and environmental hazards (Bartlett et al., 2009; Dodman et al.,, 2009; Moser
and Satterthwaite, 2010). Declining water availability, food insecurity driven by reduced
crop yields due to drought and/or flooding, and the health consequences associated with
air pollution and the spread of vector- and/or water-borne diseases are just a few examples
of slow-onset, or ‘everyday disasters’ that are becoming more pronounced with global
warming and which are likely to predominantly affect low-income groups (Dodman et al.,
2009; Lelieveld et al., 2015; Nelson et al., 2002). Inspired by the work of Dodman et al.
(2009) and Hewitt (1997) among others (see Chapter 2), while my research both recognises
and considers the significance of events that would otherwise be traditionally defined as
‘disasters’, it consciously seeks to reorient the focus away from less frequent large scale
events, towards everyday encounters with risk and insecurity as experienced by the urban

poor.

Metro Cebu is more typical of the realities and challenges facing ‘ordinary cities’ in

the Global South, than for example Metro Manila, where urban challenges are exacerbated
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by its ‘mega’ population, or Tacloban, where the incursion of humanitarian relief and
resources from international NGOs following Typhoon Yolanda have altered the landscape
of local politics and urban development. Moreover, while Metro Cebu has not been acutely
affected by any major disaster since the 1990s, its close proximity to several prominent
disaster-affected areas in northern Cebu and neighbouring Bohol, and designated authority
owing to its status as a regional capital, has positioned Metro Cebu at the heart of DRR and
urban resilience-building discussions. In fact, the city -region has come to be renowned both
nationally and internationally as an ‘exemplary centre’ (Kusno, 2010) of DRRM best
practice, having won the prestigious United Nations Sasakawa Award for Disaster
Reduction in 2011, and earning itself the title of ‘Most Resilient Province’ in the 2017
national Gawad KALASAG!? awards celebrating excellence in DRRM.

In short, it is these combined characteristics of Metro Cebu as a secondary (though
significant) urban centre that has escaped the damaging effects of recent large scale
weather-related catastrophes, but for whom climate-related hazards pose a very real threat,
that have informed my rationale for choosing it as my study site. My research focuses on
the two largest and most populous cities of Cebu City and Mandaue City (see Chapter 3 for
more details on site selection). Both Cebu City and Mandaue City also have a growing
population of informal settlers, many of whom are living in areas deemed to be at high risk
of flooding, storm surge, landslides, and/or fires, and who live with a constant threat of
demolition. By employing feminist methods and modes of analysis sensitive to gendered
(and broader) subjectivities and hierarchies within the field and the research process itself,
this study heeds the complex and overlapping dimensions of perception, power and
inequality as they shape the experiences and behaviours of individuals, households and
communities affected by different but interconnected forms of insecurity. While the
individual perceptions and community dynamics described in this thesis are drawn from a
small population of urban poor informal settlers, the wider structural circumstances and
processes contributing to the production of risk in informal settlements and associated risk

governance efforts are common to many cities in the Philippines and globally, suggesting

10 Gawad KALASAG is a national excellence framework, developed and mandated by the National
Disaster Coordinating Council with the intention of protecting or shielding (kalasag being the
Filipino term for ‘shield’) high risk communities from hazards by encouraging participation of
various stakeholders in designing and implementing Disaster Risk Management (DRRM)
programme (see

https://www.preventionweb.net/files/10875 gawadkalasagguidelines20081.pdf).
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that aspects of my findings are likely to be relevant to other densely-populated urban

centres affected by climate related hazards.

1.4 Thesis structure

Having introduced the context, aims, research questions and rationale for basing my
research in Metro Cebu, Chapter 2 sets out my conceptual framework, which I locate within
the broad field of feminist urban political ecology. To ground my empirical analysis of
gendered risk and participation in informal settler homeowner associations, I draw on
scholarship from critical disaster studies, gender and development (GAD) and urban
geography. In Chapter two, | summarise the key debates from these distinct bodies of
literature, highlighting how gaps in knowledge might be addressed through a more
interdisciplinary conversation. I also make a case for focusing on everyday risk within (and
separate to) appraisals of the ‘exceptional’. This lens, I argue, helps to advance our
understanding of the subjective encounters with chronic stresses and structural
inequalities that create and reinforce conditions of vulnerability. Without an understanding
of the interactions between extensive and intensive risks, and the power hierarchies
embedded within these dynamics, DRRM and resilience-building initiatives are unlikely to
progress towards their stated aims. Given the extent to which the rhetoric of participation
and empowerment have permeated CBDRRM discourse in the Philippines, an examination

of these processes and their outcomes is also of critical importance.

Chapter 3 details the feminist epistemological principles that have inspired my
research methodology and methods. These values are inextricably tied to the broader
objectives of this study and to the theories that I engage with in my analysis of gendered
and classed embodiments of risk and risk governance. Sharing my reflections on the
research process as whole, including how my positionality shaped my experiences in the
field and the limitations of the study, I also introduce the five study sites where the bulk of
my fieldwork was conducted, this information serving as context to my empirical chapters
which draw on examples and testimonies from these communities to illustrate the themes

and issues being unpacked.

Chapter 4 examines how issues of risk, insecurity and disaster are framed and
understood by urban poor informal settlers. In my analysis, | pay particular attention to the
ways in which gendered subjectivities, ideologies and identities feature within respondents’
everyday encounters with, and interpretations of risk. Decentring traditional
conceptualisations of urban (disaster) risk, their narratives reveal that it is not the large

scale events classified as disasters in the mainstream that dominate the minds of the urban
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poor living in ‘danger zones’, but rather the daily challenges of survival under conditions of
incessant financial, livelihood and land tenure insecurity. Highlighting the intimate
relationship between intensive (exceptional) and extensive (everyday) risks, I show how
gendered and classed inequalities materialise in educational attainment and livelihood
opportunities. These, in turn, affect one’s access to housing, land tenure security, and
exposure to health hazards, including interpersonal violence, and those associated with
local environmental conditions and infrastructural neglect. I argue that endorsing and
propagating a language of ‘disaster’ inadvertently frames risk as unforeseeable,
unpreventable and exceptional, deflecting attention away from the ‘everyday’ risks that
have a greater impact on people’s day-to-day well-being, while also critically obscuring the
ways in which the Philippine state and other actors are directly implicated in the production

of vulnerability in urban poor communities.

This latter point frames much of the discussion in Chapter 5 which considers the
political economy of risk affecting informal settlers in Metro Cebu. Here, I reveal the
micropolitics informing access to infrastructure and public services and how these translate
to gendered embodiments of risk. I argue that risk and efforts to govern risk operate
through an exclusionary politics that delineates urban poor populations and spaces as risky,
illegal and undesirable, and draw attention to the ways in which electoral politics and urban
development interventions are directly implicated in the pr