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Abstract 

Sorsogon City is a rapidly urbanising coastal area in the Philippines. Its location, combined with a 

rapidly changing and growing urban fabric, leaves it vulnerable to both incremental climate change and 

associated extreme weather events. In this paper, UN-HABITAT data are used to draw out the climate 

change vulnerabilities and policy responses in Sorsogon City. 

spatial intersection of socio-economic justice concerns, particularly in terms of vulnerability to increased 

cyclone activity. We discuss vulnerabilities of Sorsogon City and its citizens to climate change and 

measures undertaken through various social, environmental and technical systems and interventions to 

increase resilience. The paper also attempts to unpick the relationship between the neat, concise reported 

city and the complexities	  of	  urban	  life	  using	  the	  Sorsogon	  experiment	  to	  consider	  the	  limitations	  of	  

such	   approaches	   to	   governing	   climate	   change.	   We	   group	   these	   under	   four	   headings:	   social	  

simplification	   in	   the	   absence	   of	   data;	   over-‐governance	   (and	   under-‐representation);	   quick	   wins	  

versus	  strategic	   investment;	  and	  stretching	  the	  ecological	  and	  vulnerability	  footprints	  of	  the	  city.	  

The	  experience	  of	  Sorsogon	  City	  is	  then	  extended	  to	  reflect	  on	  issues	  of	  governance	  and	  planning in 

other Asian coastal cities. 
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1.0 Introduction 

 

The effects of climate change are being felt in many regions of the world, and urban centres 

are beginning to respond through a combination of adaptation and mitigation measures (see 

Sattherthwaite et al 2007, Dodman 2009). The Inter-governmental Panel on Climate Change 

(IPCC) has identified coastal and low-lying areas to be at particularly high risk from climate 

change (Parry et al 2007). Sorsogon City in the Philippines is one such place, where climate 

and emerging vulnerabilities to which the IPCC has drawn attention. As a medium-sized, 

vulnerable in the broadest sense, it provides a valuable insight into the governance challenges 

that climate change presents. How can urban centres such as Sorsogon City, which lack the 

political profile, economic weight and technical capacities of capital cities where so much 

attention has hitherto been directed, respond to climate change? Moreover, what lessons can 

such an experience provide to wider debates, thus reversing the prevalent flow of knowledge 

from the core in the global North to the peripheries of the global South? It was with these 

questions in mind that UN-HABITAT developed a network of cities (the Cities and Climate 

Change Initiative, CCCI) to provide support and inspiration for climate change governance in 

secondary urban centres. 

 

This paper brings together practitioners at UN-HABITAT with Northern academics to 

reflect on the processes and outcomes of responding to climate change vulnerability in 

Sorsogon City. It is suggested that inter-institutional collaborations to share knowledge are 

important in forging an understanding of urban responses to climate change, particularly 

when they cross the North-South and academic-practitioner divides. Data used in this paper 
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were initially collected during the compilation of reports by UN-HABITAT and staff of 

Sorsogon City and have been re-analysed here to aid this reflection. Sorsogon City in the 

Philippines was chosen for the study due to its seemingly unremarkable profile as a medium-

sized, second tier city that is responding to climate change and the vulnerabilities of its 

coastal position. 

cities of fewer than 500,000 inhabitants (Sattherthwaite 2011: 1764). In this way Sorsogon 

City is  an ordinary  city whose responses are studied in their 

own right, not as an imitation or reflection of those pursued elsewhere, and especially not 

those in cities of the global North (Robinson, 2006). The climate change responses in 

Sorsogon City thus have the potential to demonstrate the capabilities, and limitations, of an 

ordinary city in an era of climate change. 

 

Rapid urbanisation characteristically leads to the growth of informal settlements, as 

seen in many contemporary Asian cities, and this adds urgency as well as another layer of 

complexity to climate change responses (Davis 2006). The location of these settlements, 

combined with   materials and construction of the informal housing stock, leaves them 

vulnerable to the effects of climate change, while low incomes and limited assets reduce the 

adaptive capacities of their residents. This, therefore, introduces climate justice concerns into 

the urban climate change debate, with informal settlements offering particular challenges for 

municipalities ( . Such settlements could, at the same 

time, however hold the key to breaking the poverty trap created by the disaster-rehabilitation-

disaster cycle.  

 

This paper explores the complex relationships between vulnerabilities to climate 

change on the one hand, and governance responses aimed at building future resilience on the 
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other, using Sorsogon City as a case study. A detailed case study of Sorsogon City, compiled 

using primary data collected by UN-HABITAT in collaboration with the local authorities in 

Sorsogon City, opens the paper and puts the themes outlined above in context. Attention is 

drawn to the particular vulnerabilities of the city to climate change both spatially and 

socially, and how UN-HABITAT and the municipal authorities have sought to identify those 

vulnerabilities, and respond to them. These are framed from a resilience perspective taking 

 

is the term used in UN-HABITAT publications to denote places of acute climate 

change vulnerability, requiring immediate responses. 

action in the short-term to build resilience or mitigate climate change and are seen to be 

particularly pertinent to such hot spots (UN-HABITAT, 2010a). The focused nature of the 

governance responses in Sorsogon City is interrogated through the lens of multi-scalar urban 

climate change governance (Bulkeley and Betsill 2003). The paper also unpicks the 

relationship between the neat, concise reported city and the complexities of urban life. What 

are the disconnections between governance and action? How are those living in informal 

settlements included in governance solutions? And more generally, how do we govern in 

contexts of considerable social turbulence and uncertainty? In a concluding section, the 

experience of Sorsogon City is then extended to reflect on issues of governance and planning 

in other Asian coastal cities. The final section tentatively suggests ways in which the 

approaches in Sorsogon City might be transferred or adapted for use in other Asian coastal 

cities through networks such as UN-  

 

The primary research and data on which this paper draws, including stakeholder 

engagement, were collected by UN-HABITAT. We set out the approach taken in section 2.1, 

below. It is also important to note, however, the research ethos that lies behind the paper. 
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This is founded on the co-production of knowledge based on a collaboration between 

practitioners and academics. Thus the data produced and the reports written as part of the 

CCCI project have been re-assessed in an effort  and a desire  to build critical, 

 

 

2.0 Sorsogon City, Philippines: setting the vulnerability context1  

 

Sorsogon City lies at the southernmost tip of Luzon, the largest of the 7,100 islands of the 

Philippine archipelago, and is cradled between the Pacific Ocean through the Albay Gulf and 

the South China Sea opening through Sorsogon Bay (Figure 1). Sorsogon City is the 

administrative, commercial and educational centre of Sorsogon Province and as such is a 

magnet for migrants, many of whom have settled in informal settlements situated along the 

coastal strip, on riverbanks, lining roads, and on idle private and government owned land. 

According to municipal data, approximately 3,000 families are considered informal settlers, 

although the true number is very likely considerably higher. As of 2007, Sorsogon City had a 

total population of 151,454, growing annually by 1.78%. Of its 64 barangays/villages2 

covering 31,292 hectares of land, 37 lie along the sea coast. 

 

 [FIGURE 1: ABOUT HERE  MAP OF AREA + PHOTO IF PERMITTED] 

 

The Province of Sorsogon has been identified by the Manila Observatory and the 

Department of Environment and Natural Resources 

                                                 
1 This section distils numerous documents related to climate change in Sorsogon City, many of which 
can be downloaded from www.unhabitat.org.ph/climate-change.  
2 Barangays or villages are the lowest tier of governance in the decentralized system of the 
Philippines. 

http://www.unhabitat.org.ph/climate-change
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ned climate-related disasters.3 More particularly, 

-lying location, combined with a rapidly changing and growing 

urban fabric, leaves it vulnerable to both incremental climate change and associated extreme 

weather events. Previous extreme events have caused extensive destruction in Sorsogon City. 

Super Typhoons Milenyo (Xangsane) and Reming (Durian), which took place in the last 

quarter of 2006, affected over 27,000 families and all but destroyed 10,070 houses. During 

the first five hours of Typhoon Milenyo, damage to municipal infrastructure amounted to an 

estimated 208 million or US$4.3 million. 

 

This is the vulnerability backdrop against which the Sorsogon municipality became 

interested in the UN-HABITAT Cities and Climate Change Initiative (CCCI). The CCCI is a 

programme of work in which UN-HABITAT enhances responses to climate change in 

developing countries through partnerships with other stakeholders (such as all levels of 

government, donors and NGOs) (UN-HABITAT, 2012).  that is 

growing rapidly in size and prominence, the municipal authorities in Sorsogon City were 

keen to test innovative approaches to cope with, anticipate or forestall existing and future 

climate related threats. The CCCI provides connections and support for such climate change 

responses. The city government saw this as an important step towards so- -

actions4 to support resilience-building and long term urban sustainability. 

 

2.1 Localising climate change assessment 

 

                                                 
3 
caused by El Niño, projected rainfall change and projected temperature increase. 
4 Heltberg et al (2009: 95) define no-regrets interventions as 
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The climate change assessment in Sorsogon City began by ensuring the broad support of key 

national and local stakeholders, such as the mayor, the local council, department heads of the 

local government, national agencies represented at the city and provincial level, NGOs, 

CBOs and faith-based organizations, the local university and the private sector. This was 

deemed essential if the process was to be effective in facilitating the development of realistic 

interventions whilst also bringing the wider, national climate change discourse to bear in 

Sorsogon City. Having established this commitment to mutual working, a core team with 

multi-disciplinary backgrounds from various local government departments was formed to 

lead the climate change initiative, reporting to the Mayor. The local-level review of 

communiqués and macro assessments undertaken by the national government served to pick 

out the specificities of the local/city level vulnerability context. The national assessments 

confirmed that climate change would further pressurise the urban environment with respect to 

sustainable land use, infrastructure, access to potable water and health services, and waste 

 

 

The review of national government assessments further established that local/city level 

vulnerability and adaptation assessments (V&AA) were necessary to fill a knowledge gap 

that would then support and inform local climate change action (UN-HABITAT, 2010a). 

Early on in the process it became clear that there were no available localised climate change 

projections that could be used as a starting point for the development of a locally-informed 

climate change V&AA. Only limited local weather records are kept by the city, and most of 

these were destroyed during the typhoons of 2006. The Sorsogon City assessment thus 

initially tried to use and relate local climate records and experience-based information with 

tial climate change communication. 

Through city-wide and community-
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generalised, national perspective against local data and reports, the knowledge of local key 

ts. From this process, the impacts of climate change 

were distilled to two types of change: changes in extremes (i.e. tropical cyclones, storm 

surges, and extreme rainfall/flooding events) and changes in means (i.e. increased 

temperature, increased precipitation, saline intrusion, and sea level rise). In partnership with 

the Philippine Atmospheric, Geophysical & Astronomical Services Administration 

(PAGASA), the government agency responsible for providing weather and climate 

information, a localised projection on precipitation and temperature change also validated 

details of these impacts.  

 

 

City drawing on 

the actual risk maps produced by the city disaster coordinating council (based on previous 

disaster events and assessments). From this, 12 barangays were identified as city climate 

change hotspots taking into account their exposure to multiple climate risks and hazards 

(such as tropical cyclones, storm surges, sea level rise, flooding and landslides). Of the 

ion (Figure 2). 

 

 [FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE  MAP OF HOT SPOTS] 

 

The climate change vulnerabilities of the urban hotspots are mainly attributed to the 

fact that these barangays are home to poor households with limited capacities to cope with 

the projected impacts of climate change, living in areas that are not just exposed to climate 

change hazards but also lack the infrastructure to deal with such hazards. In more detail, this 
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intersection of characteristics that collectively create exposure and sensitivity, include: 

houses and community facilities such as schools and health centres that are exposed to or at 

risk of tidal flooding; seawalls that are damaged; on-going inundation/erosion of coastlines; 

settlements that are not planned with a view to climate hazards and which are lacking 

supporting physical infrastructure (such as flood drains); livelihoods that are oriented around 

weather sensitive activities such as fishing or tourism related services; commercial 

establishments that are at risk of flooding and susceptible to sea level rise; public 

infrastructures (schools, bridges and roads) that are not engineered to withstand extreme 

events as evidenced by previous disasters; and people in general who have limited knowledge 

about climate change and thus have an information deficit when it comes to possible 

adaptation options. These vulnerabilities were all substantiated by city data and community 

accounts as gathered in site validation and focus group discussions. 

 

When the first draft of the vulnerability assessment was presented to a broad 

stakeholder group5 in December 2008, it became evident that any climate change response 

would need to focus on the hotspots (exposure to several climate hazards) which overlapped 

with urban poor communities (high level of climate change sensitivity and limited adaptive 

capacity); in other words, where climate change exposure and social vulnerability intersected. 

The stakeholder meeting requested the city climate change team and UN-HABITAT to 

further investigate which communities were the most vulnerable and hence should be 

primarily targeted by any future intervention. Household level and gender disaggregated 

assessments in the eight urban coastal hotspots provided much more detail on vulnerability 

and the adaptive capacity of households. Some 27 indicators were chosen to approximate 

vulnerability, including income, female headed households, children not attending school; 

                                                 
5 This was a half-day meeting of approximately 60 persons including councillors, city technical staff, and representatives of 
faith-based organizations, academia, private sector and the community. 
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respondents further indicated whether they had financially been in the position to rehabilitate 

their house after previous disasters,  . The detailed findings were included in a final version of 

the Sorsogon City Climate Change Vulnerability Assessment (UN-HABITAT 2010a) and 

serve as a base line for understanding social vulnerabilities, for selecting the most vulnerable 

neighbourhoods and households as beneficiaries and, last but not least, as a yardstick against 

which the success of any future activities could be measured. In particular, the higher levels 

of vulnerability of women were highlighted. It was also recognised that a more in-depth 

assessment of gender division of labour and a clearer distinction between the approaches of 

women and men with regard to their coping strategies would further benefit the development 

of appropriate and realistic adaptation responses (Barth 2010). 

 

At the governance level, the City Government of Sorsogon considered a particular 

weakness to be the fact that the current Comprehensive Land Use Plan (CLUP) does not take 

into account the projected impacts of climate change. The built-up area as planned in the 

CLUP, for example, is exposed to seaward risks that climate change brings (e.g. sea level rise 

and storm surges). The spatial planning capacity of the city is limited by the lack of a 

Geographic Information System that could support such planning. Further, the approach of 

city planners and administrators to hazard, as reflected in the disaster risk management 

framework, is mainly reactive (relief and rescue) rather than proactive. Issues such as 

preparedness, mitigation and anticipatory planning for climate related risks are, therefore, 

largely overlooked. Responding to the outcomes of the V&AA, the city authorities called 

another multi-stakeholder meeting6 in May 2009 to validate the findings and agree on a long 

 

                                                 
6 This was a two-day structured workshop that brought together 200 stakeholder representatives to build on the work from 
the December 2008 meeting.  
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d Issue 

Working Groups (IWGs) formed. As part of the same process, proposition papers were 

developed to further analyse and highlight germane issues. This then led to the development 

of the Sorsogon City Climate Change Action Plan.  

 

2.2 Localising climate change planning  

 

The Sorsogon City Climate Change Action Plan (UN-HABITAT 2010b) focuses on four 

themes or areas for strategic intervention: housing and basic services; livelihoods and 

economic development; mainstreaming climate/disaster risk reduction; and environmental 

management (Table 1). These priority initiatives were agreed upon by the city authorities and 

local stakeholders and were viewed by both to be attainable and realistic  in other words, to 

- nge resilient sustainable urbanisation.  

 

[TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE] 

 

-

issues of the poor as well as the policy gaps which need to be targeted in order to sustain and 

initiate climate change actions on the ground. Discussions with vulnerable families living in 

the identified hotspots, revealed a close link between cycles of poverty in Sorsogon and the 

-rehabilitation-

prevents accumulation that might permit them to escape from this cycle.  

 

The Sorsogon City Mitigation Plan focuses on energy and transport initiatives (Table 

1). Here the government decided to take the lead and retrofit lighting in public buildings with 
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energy saving LEDs. A key concern in terms of local air and noise pollution are the 

omnipresent three-wheeler taxis, most of which run on two-stroke engines. The city 

authorities have ambitious plans to replace these with electric three-wheelers, which will 

rapidly improve air-quality and can also become a longer-term mitigation strategy. The use of 

electric three-wheelers should have improved results over comparable schemes in other cities, 

such as the change to compressed natural gas for three-wheelers in Delhi that actually 

increased some emissions (Ravindra et al, 2006). 

 

 

From the above quick-wins, the city government and the multi-sector IWGs conducted 

core issue assessments through problem and objective tree analysis leading to the 

identification of demonstration projects (see Table 1). These demonstration projects were 

being pursued as of 2012 with the expectation that they will showcase innovative activities, 

processes and systems, locally and externally, contributing to climate change resilience and 

responsiveness.  

 

Finally, at the governance level, Sorsogon city is currently working on mainstreaming 

climate change considerations into its plans and programmes. The city has already developed 

a Climate Change sensitive shelter development plan that includes a rights-based 

resettlement guide  for people living in identified high risk areas. Moreover, the city is in the 

process of finalizing the enhancement of their land use and sectoral plans that have 

mainstreamed climate and disaster risk reduction planning parameters. The enhanced land use 

plan shall be operationalized through a climate change oriented zoning ordinance that takes 

into account risks and hazards. 
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2.3 Informing city action in the Philippines and the Asia-Pacific region 

 

The Sorsogon experience demonstrates that the flow of knowledge and experience need not 

be only from the national to the local; on occasion, the direction of flow runs in the other 

direction. National stakeholder forums that showcased the Sorsogon City CCCI experience 

Stakeholder Action Agenda on Climate 

Climate Change Act of 2009 (Government of the Philippines, 2009) and the National Urban 

Development and Housing Framework (2009-2016) (HUDCC and PIDS 2009) are policy 

platforms that were informed and enriched by the Sorsogon City CCCI experience in the 

implementation process (Lofts and Kenny, 2012.).  

 

Despite this appearance of dynamism, considerable challenges still lie in building the 

capacities of Local Government Units (LGUs), positioned as they are on the front line of 

climate change adaptation and mitigation planning, to act according to the Climate Change 

Act. While there has been a narrowing of awareness of climate change challenges between 

national government and LGUs, a considerable gap in terms of their respective capacities 

remains. Knowledge management and information sharing across LGUs, sectors, and 

disciplines are crucial to effect sustainable adaptation and development. Innovations and 

applicable new technologies that are affordable need to be considered given the limitations of 

financial resources not only of LGUs and most importantly of the vulnerable poor who would 

be the end users of the adaptation technologies.  

 

On a more positive note, by sharing their CCCI experience, Sorsogon City is helping 

other cities in the Philippines proactively to address their climate change issues. The city 
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authorities have used their own resources to organize a Bicol Region Climate Change forum 

which highlights their collective commitment to knowledge sharing and advocacy in building 

local government capacities to facilitate resilience to climate change impacts. While the 

national climate change urban knowledge arena is hosted on the UN-

website, Sorsogon City will soon launch a local urban knowledge arena to further disseminate 

their experiences and knowledge. A national forum on World Habitat Day 2011 (3 October 

ocused, multi-sector discussion on 

urban development and climate change that strengthened the urban perspective in the 

development of the National Climate Change Action Plan.  

 

Based on the experience of conducting the vulnerability assessment, a toolkit was 

developed (UN-HABITAT 2010c) elements of which are now being mainstreamed in the 

kit also formed the 

basis for training representatives of Cities and Climate Change partner cities in the Asia and 

Pacific region and has been widely used to inform city vulnerability assessments in at least 

ten countries in the region7. The Mayor and some other key staff of the city have also 

participated in Asia-Pacific regional sharing events and in global fora.  

 

As summarily outlined above (and developed in numerous documents downloadable 

from www.unhabitat.org.ph/climate-change

climate change represents a pioneering effort both in terms of the Philippines and the Asia-

                                                 
7 Cambodia, Fiji, Indonesia, Mongolia, Papua New Guinea, Samoa, Solomon Islands, Sri Lanka, Vanuatu and Viet Nam 

http://www.unhabitat.org.ph/climate-change
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Pacific region more widely. We now turn to constructively critique this approach to climate 

change governance and action in Sorsogon City. 

  

3.0 Reflecting on the Sorsogon experience  

 

municipal authorities in secondary cities with limited capacities to take forward the challenge 

of responding to climate change in a structured yet creative manner that is sensitive to the 

needs of the poor and the vulnerable. To be sure, UN-HABITAT played an instrumental role 

in this process, but the actions set out in summary form above would not have been possible 

in the absence of the commitment of local authorities to the process. We appreciate the 

possible transition pathway (Geels and Schot 2007) towards a more resilient city in the face 

of climate change. Sorsogon City muni

driven by the precautionary principle is indicative of an encouraging trend. These governance 

experience and which also highlight the complex and multi-scalar nature of urban governance 

(Bulkeley and Betsil, 2003). Matthew Gandy frames the challenge of governing a rapidly 

evolving city such as Sorsogon City, as follows: 

 

These rapidly growing cities in the global South reflect an urban dynamic which is 

unrelated to the classic paradigms of city governance and planning... It is increasingly 

difficult to talk in terms of any general or identifiable model for urban development as 

each element takes shape within its specific context and parameters  (2006: 70).  
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As well as being an exemplar of what can be achieved through the multi-level 

engagement of different actors from vulnerable groups to municipal authorities and 

multilateral agencies, the Sorsogon experiment also provides us with an empirically grounded 

and information rich context for thinking about the limitations of such approaches to 

governing climate change. In the following discussion we use this critique  while 

acknowledging the highly positive aspects of the specific experience  to ask what we can 

learn about the inherent complexities of responding to climate change at a more generic level. 

We group these limitations under four headings: social simplification and planning with 

uncertainty in the absence of data; over-governance (and under-representation?); quick-wins 

versus strategic investment; and stretching the ecological and vulnerability footprints of the 

city. We return to links these with the strengths of the Sorsogon initiative towards the end of 

the paper. 

 

3.1 Social simplification and planning with uncertainty in the absence of data 

 

At a general level we can say that the smaller the urban centre and the poorer the country the 

more limited is our knowledge of social conditions, vulnerabilities and patterns of resource 

use. At the same time, 

importantly, not all) may be exposed to the impacts of climate change, but they are so for 

different reasons and this is manifested in different ways. Thus, their vulnerability signatures 

are different and the policies that might ameliorate their vulnerabilities need to be equally 

nuanced. As Amartya Sen writes of the poor in his book Poverty and famines, we have to 

having different ownership endowments, and being governed by rather different entitlement 
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genous and local knowledges 

should be embraced to build resilience that is inclusive and appropriate to the context  so 

that, as Gandy notes above, we are not distracted by the classic paradigms of city governance 

and planning. The challenge is how to give cities like Sorsogon their voice. 

 

As a first step towards teasing out some of this complexity, household-level 

vulnerability assessments were undertaken as part of the CCCI in all five prioritized urban 

barangay (UN-HABITAT 2010a). These assessments utilised 27 proxy indicators to assess 

the vulnerability of households and thus highlight specific points of resilience building in the 

area. The challenge lies in the scaling up of individual and household experiences to 

construct generalised vulnerability profiles that are seen as operating in discrete spatial 

assessments may not capture all of the groups who 

are most at risk or the reasons that underpin their risk profiles and thus be partial in their 

attention to the nuanced geographies of vulnerability. So, while this engagement at the 

household level is an example of good practice we must still be cautious about how such 

studies are undertaken. For example, in this instance, the use of proxy indicators to represent 

communities and areas  as is common in climate change reports when direct measurements 

are unavailable  poses the danger of over-simplifying the local context, thus leading to 

generalisations that lose their purchase as they are scaled up.  

 

Climate data and models cannot accurately predict climate change events and this, 

combined with the lack of geographic information systems (GIS) in the planning department, 

has led to that department taking a reactionary stance to risk management. This leads to 

planning with uncertainty where the modus operandi is based on the precautionary principle, 

with attendant high costs. Designing new urban infrastructure to promote resilience to climate 
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change is a calculation of how far to take the precautionary principle before it is no longer 

cost-effective. The experimentation in building resilience in pilot projects to demonstrate 

what is achievable for a small amount of money is one way the Sorsogon City Government is 

addressing this planning predicament produced by the lack of data and capacity, by finding 

out what works at the local level.  

 

There is, however, a second policy and governance dilemma here. In the absence of 

reasonably accurate and fine baseline data, municipal authorities in urban centres like 

Sorsogon City have to start somewhere and the pressure to deliver  -

 can lead towards a simplification of the social context and the vulnerability 

and adequate surrogates in the absence of (accurate) information? Does focusing on hotspots 

capture the full geographical dimensions of vulnerability? And is vulnerability best framed at 

the household level? This concern for the nature and directionality of governance leads onto a 

-  

 

3.2 Over-governance (and under-representation?) 

 

The above account 

-

the second, whether climate change initiatives of the type piloted in Sorsogon are sufficiently 

embedded in the non-climate change priorities of vulnerable groups. In other words, and 

regarding the latter, is climate change governance, when it is inched downwards towards 

acing such 
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communities and their inhabitants (see Oven 2009)? Climate change may be a national or city 

level priority for policy makers but it may not be perceived as the top priority by those on 

low-incomes (Sattertwaite et el., 2007) and the ways in which these priorities interact is 

central to building resilience in rapidly urbanising low-income cities. 

 

The logic of putting in place quite complex layers of governance in an urban centre 

such as Sorsogon City is driven, in part, by the perceived deficiencies that exist. These 

deficiencies, whether of skills, capital, leadership or formal groups and organisations, are 

filled by a top-down participatory governance agenda. What emerges is a governance context 

that is quite complex in structure but may limit the focus on preconceived notions of urban 

The 

used in the CCCI reports (and other UN reports) to discuss governance decision making as 

well as issues such as climate change vulnerabilities. This could be seen as indicative of a 

subconscious conceptualization of the city as a homogeneous body, an organic entity, by 

local and national or international authorities. 

 

It is important to note that the CCCI, so enthusiastically embraced by the municipal 

authorities, emerged out of an elite concern for climate change adaptation and mitigation and 

this, in turn, by agendas articulated at the national and international levels. It is assumed that 

vulnerable communities, households and individuals have an agenda that matches this, or can 

be encouraged to embrace one. That said, in Sorsogon, the climate change response fell on 

fertile ground at the local government and the community levels given the high level of 

exposure to extreme weather events. Community engagement in local development 

programmes provided the entry point for climate change action which was carefully 
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developed by communities as incremental to ongoing activities rather than a new approach. 

This grafting of climate change resilience onto initiatives already being driven from below, 

but with motivations that often have little to do with climate change per se has proven 

successful in other countries too (Satterthwaite 2011: 1778). Rodolfo and Sirigan (2006) also 

critique this focus on climate change and urbanisation as masking other causes of 

vulnerability, such as subsidence caused by ground-water abstraction that can exacerbate 

flooding in the Philippines. 

 

In Sorsogon, climate change governance has proven extremely complex despite the 

apparent convergence of community interests and the urban development needs articulated by 

the local government. In the run-up to local government elections in May 2010, climate 

change became highly politicised, and the Mayor felt it necessary to distance himself from 

the climate change agenda  notwithstanding the fact that the two main political parties 

embraced the need to address the challenge of climate change. In consequence, UN-

events were often declined as he was concerned acceptance would attract negative comment 

by the political opposition in the council and in the media. Further, the prioritization of 

climate change action (the quick wins ), whilst developed by broad stakeholder groups 

supported by local government departments, was extensively scrutinized by the local council; 

in particular, the reasoning for selecting certain neighbourhoods or households as 

beneficiaries of the quick wins was questioned.  

 

These political tensions highlight a mismatch between multi-level governance and 

multi-level politics. The former was pushed forward through the various participatory 

engagements summarised above; but the latter impeded their articulation in political terms.   
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Revi (2008: 219) may write with reference to the adaptation and mitigation agenda in Indian 

to deliver results 

unless local democratic, political and socio-cultural processes are engaged with around the 

may run counter to this, with the municipal political agenda partially silencing local voices.  

 

3.3 Quick-wins versus strategic investment 

 

short term, as a starting point for addressing climate change within Sorsogon City is a 

climate change initiatives within communities and the municipal authorities, creating the 

capacities and positive inertia to roll out other initiatives. This could, in turn, develop into 

socio-technical transition pathways as these experimental ideas become embedded in the 

governance regime (Geels and Schot, 2007) and thus lead to a package of policies and actions 

that contribute to the development of more resilient urban communities and infrastructure. 

could also have the effect of distracting attention from longer term and city-wide goals. If the 

municipal authoritie

there is a risk that necessary (and usually more difficult and costly), longer term strategic 

investments will be overlooked. The Comprehensive Land Use Plan put in place in Sorsogon 

is an attempt to ensure that the longer-term is not sacrificed in the interests of high profile, 

quick-wins. The hope, rather, is that the former will follow on the coattails of the latter. 
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The strategy of quick wins can be seen as a confidence building exercise, and therefore 

as a starting point for further climate change innovation. Such experimentation for public 

governing bodies is brave because failure is expensive. The Sorsogon experiment is, 

however, permitting innovative strategies that speak to the specific locality informing more 

generic templates, playing a small role in reversing usual knowledge flows and governance 

processes. This has been partly possible because in the Philippines relative greater emphasis 

is placed on process (means) rather than on outcome (end), thus providing a governance 

context where this kind of experimentation is possible. 

 

As the IPCC Working Group II noted, the costs of inaction in the face of climate 

change are enormous when compared with the costs needed to act, both in monetary terms 

and in the wider resilience context (Parry et al 2007: 317). But these costs will only become 

evident in the longer term; for the time being, the cost of inaction is less than the cost of 

ome attractive and necessary; they 

demonstrate that climate change action is affordable and effective. The concern lies in 

connecting quick wins to the next level of climate change action, for it will be the policies 

and actions that follow that will determine the success of the climate change response in 

Sorsogon City. 

 

As discussed in the case study above, vulnerable groups in Sorsogon City are trapped in 

-rehabilitation-

resilience to climate change, and alleviating poverty bringing together disparate policy 

agendas and social needs. Only in this way will resilience become something more than 

-existing vulnerable state but a transformative bouncing forward 

(Shaw and Theobald 2011). This is unlikely to be achieved, however, through policies and 
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programmes that take the quick win approach because breaking the disaster-rehabilitation-

disaster cycle requires attention being paid to the structural roots of poverty and vulnerability. 

 

This complicated governance structure opens up a discourse on the most effective scale 

for climate change responses. Bulkeley and Betsil (2003) identify the city as a useful scale for 

climate change governance but there are many levels within this, as we have illustrated with 

the complex case study. In the case of Sorsogon City, the national government has been 

supportive of the climate change initiatives there, and has applied lesson learned in the city 

elsewhere (but note the political ructions mentioned earlier). Governance and legislation, 

however, are different from response. There is an interesting interplay between the most 

effective scale of governance and that of application. Governance can be neat and 

generalised, but the responses must be specific if they are effectively to build resilience. The 

ability to work at the household level to collect data and then respond at the neighbourhood 

scale has been a luxury possible in Sorsogon city; this would not, however, likely be possible 

in larger cities.  

 

3.4 Stretching the ecological and vulnerability footprints of the city 

 

It is often noted that urbanisation has the potential to deliver more efficient resource use and 

reduced greenhouse gas emissions due to the high density and networked nature of urban 

areas (Sattherthwaite 2011: 1763, Dodman 2009, Rees and Wackernagel, 1996), but much 

environmental discourse and crucially policy and funding has, until recently, been focussed 

on rural areas. The potential of urban areas to be low-carbon is particularly high in countries 

like the Philippines because the consumption patterns of the poor and the near-poor are 
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be gained through the densities of urban areas, it can also mean that a greater number of 

people are vulnerable to specific climate events.  

 

What the Sorsogon case study shows, however, is that medium sized urban centres are 

intimately linked to rural contexts, both proximate and distant. Many of the poor and near-

poor of Sorsogon City are sojourning rural dwellers with familial links that connect them to 

the countryside. Patterns of vulnerability in Sorsogon, therefore, are reflections of 

vulnerability profiles in other places. Moreover, the production of vulnerability in an urban 

setting such as Sorsogon may help strengthen resilience in a rural place. There is, therefore, 

the question of whether urban climate change interventions can begin and end within an 

urban setting or whether we need to reach further not only in seeking out the voices and 

views of the urban poor and vulnerable as the Sorsogon initiative has done, but also those 

situated in geographical contexts beyond the urban and in rural livelihoods. 

 

4.0 Conclusions and implications for other cities  

 

In this concluding section we attempt to answer some of the questions posed at the beginning 

of the paper whilst drawing together the threads of the above discussion. The conclusions 

particularly focus on what we can learn from the experiments in Sorsogon City and how 

networks can facilitate the building of resilience to climate change across cities of the global 

South. 

 

The strategies experimented with in Sorsogon City have already had an impact on 

national strategies in the Philippines, as demonstrated by the networking of ideas between 

municipal authorities and other actors described above. Inclusion within the UN-HABITAT 
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CCCI network will hopefully also yield a set of symbiotic relationships with ideas flowing 

between local, regional and national, and also between countries at various governance 

levels. The specific nature of climate change threats and responses must not be lost in the 

excitement of ideas and technology transfer: the exact political context, geography of a region 

and many other variables can alter the effectiveness of any climate change response. 

However a variety of cities in Asia are facing similar challenges. As a report on ten other 

cities in the global South warns, 

are likely to put increased strain on the capacity of local governments as they attempt to 

et 

al

applauded, but it is what comes next that could hold the key to building resilience for the 

region and its vulnerable populations.  

 

The neat, concise reported city found in reports and forming legislation can be at odds 

with the complexities of urban life. Where knowledge is limited there is always the risk that 

participatory methods, proxy indicators and selected target zones or population groups will 

As critiques of participatory 

 Mosse 2005) as 

entrenched norms are reproduced in a participatory framework,  

(see Mansuri and Rao 2013) as the non-poor take control of the debate. What also needs to be 

cautioned against is the tendency to instrumentalise finely tuned assessments such as those 

produced as part of the Sorsogon initiative, whereupon they become de-politicised and de-

become over-simplified. 
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Sorsogon City 

to its use here as a case study. Academic and policy discourse has recently focussed on the 

urally 

dominant (Hodson and Marvin 2010). However the real challenge lies in those urban centres 

that lie below the radar, where we know far less about conditions and where capacities and 

capabilities are often limited. What is the role for cities such as this? The Sorsogon City case 

study shows that there is scope for innovative action in such places, and that this experience 

can then inform national and trans-national level action.  
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Figure 1: Map of combined risk to climate disasters in the Philippines 
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Illustration1: Damaged sea defences in Sorsogon City 

 

 

Figure 2 -level rise in Sorsogon City 

 



33 
 

 
Theme Broad content  Long-term Measures 

Adaptation demonstartion 
projects 

Mitigation 
demonstartion 

projects 

H
ou

sin
g 

an
d 

Ba
sic

 S
er

vi
ce

s 

Improving 
housing 
structures of the 
poor; 
Water and 
sanitation; 
Climate change 
responsive 
shelter plan 
development 

-‐ Development of local 
minimum standards for 
climate change resilient 
house structures for the 
socialized housing sector 
 

-‐ Development of 
community based 
structural assessment 
template using local 
minimum standards 

 
-‐ Retrofitting vulnerable 

structures of poor  
 

-‐ Public Building 
conversion to 
efficient 
lighting fixtures 
and systems  

-‐ Enhancement of City 
Land-use Plan (CLUP) 
and Comprehensive 
Development Plan 
(CDP) with 
considerations of risk 
areas and safe 
development zones 
 

-‐ Revision of local 
zoning ordinance 
 

-‐ Issuance of City Policy 
on minimum housing 
standards for low-
income household 

 
-‐ Water and sanitation 

Li
ve

lih
oo

ds
 a

nd
 E

co
no

m
ic

 
D

ev
el

op
m

en
t 

Livelihood 
baseline 
development; 
Skills 
development for 
non-climate 
sensitive 
livelihoods; 
Local economic 
development in 
context of 
climate change 

-‐ Profiling baseline of 
community livelihoods 
vis-a-vis climate change 
impacts to seasonal 
production/productivity 
 

-‐ Construction trades and 
livelihood skills training 
(non-climate sensitive 
livelihood support) 

-‐   
 

 -‐ Enhancement of City 
Land-use Plan (CLUP) 
and Comprehensive 
Development Plan 
(CDP) looking at 
sustainable farming 
and trades in view of 
the CC projections 
 

-‐ Revised training 
curricula for 
construction trades for 
implementation of the 
national training 
institute (TESDA) 

En
vi

ro
nm

en
ta

l M
an

ag
em

en
t 

Forest and 
mangrove 
rehabilitation and 
afforestation; 
Lowering of 
green house gas 
emissions 
(transport and 
energy) 

 -‐ Public 
buildings 
conversion to 
efficient 
lighting 
fixtures and 
systems 

-‐ Tricycle 
conversion to 4 
stroke motors 
and electric 
motors  
 

-‐ Enhancement of City 
Land-use Plan (CLUP) 
and Comprehensive 
Development Plan 
(CDP) incorporating 
CC adaptation within  
coastal/forest 
management  
 

-‐ Issuance of Local 

ation  



34 
 

M
ai

ns
tr

ea
m

in
g 

C
lim

at
e R

isk
 R

ed
uc

tio
n/

D
isa

st
er

 R
isk

 
R

ed
uc

tio
n 

Development of 
local policies; 
Comprehensive 
Land Use Plan 
and 
Comprehensive 
(sectoral) 
Development 
Plan; 
Community-
based disaster 
risk reduction 
and management 
CBDRRM 
strengthening 
towards 
adaptation 

-‐ 
CBDRRM 

 
-‐ Retrofitting of a school 

used as evacuation centre 
considering climate 
change resilient building 
technologies 
 

-‐ Art programmes at the 
community level for 
CBDRRM and Climate 
Change Adaptation 

 

 -‐ Enhancement of City 
Land-use Plan (CLUP) 
and Comprehensive 
Development Plan 
(CDP) with 
considerations of risk 
areas and safe 
development zones 
 

-‐ Revision of City 
Disaster Risk 
Reduction and 
Management Plan and 
Regular Budget 
allocation for 
CCA/DRR 
preparedness projects 
 

-‐ Improved coastal zone 
management, 
incorporating 
infrastructure measures 
and eco-systems based 
adaptation  

 

Table 1: Sorsogon City climate change action plan priorities, quick-wins demonstration 

projects 


