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Felino “Jun”Palafox, Jr. is the Founder and Principal Architect-
Urban Planner of Palafox Associates and the President of
Palafox Architecture Group. He has led and managed both
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Philippines and the National Real Estate Association;
international member of the American Institute of Architects,
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Abstract | {HE

Metro Manila is the main economic driver of the Philippines contributing an average of 33%
of the country’s Gross Domestic Product despite it being relatively one of the smallest regions
(0.21% of land area) in the country. According to a population study called “Mutations,” Metro
Manila has one of the fastest growing populations in the world with 60 persons per hour.

The primacy of Metro Manila creates an unhealthy imbalance in the development of the country.
There will be a demand to develop better planned and well-integrated, vertical communities.

It will also be necessary to integrate the nearby regions in the North and in the South of the
National Capital Region to be able to spread developments and act as counter-magnets for

internal migration and redistribution of wealth.

In my Harvard Graduate Studies, | submitted a research detailing the numerous potentials of
Metro Manila, which is called Manila Megalopolis 2020.

Keywords: Cebu Metropolis, Davao Metropolis, Manila Megalopolis, Philippines, Regional

Integration, Vertical Urbanism
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The Philippines has more than 7,107 islands
clustered into three major groups: Luzon,
Visayas, and Mindanao. For years, Luzon, most
especially Metro Manila, has been at the
spotlight in being the business, government,
education, religion, culture, and sports capital
of the Philippines. But going forward to 5, 10,
20, 50, and even 100 years into the future,
growth and development of the country
should not be limited to a central city. The rest
of Luzon, Visayas, and Mindanao, specifically
the cities of Cebu and Davao, have the
potential to become the major cities outside
of Luzon.

In 2013, Metro Manila was recognized as one
of the 20 largest megacities in the world. It

is reported to have a night time population
of 11.8 million and an estimated day time
population of 16 million. According to a
Harvard study, “Mutations,”Metro Manila has
the highest population growth rate of 60
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persons per hour in the year 2000. This is a
result of birth rate, but more due to rural to
urban internal migration from the provinces
and regions around the country.

Metro Manila, also called the National Capital
Region (NCR), is only 0.21% of the country’s
total land area, yet approximately accounts
for 13% of the country’s national population
and contributes an average of 35% of the
Gross Domestic Product. It is the center of
government, business, trade and commerce,
education, and the engine of economic
growth for the country. Today, it is rapidly
expanding on all four sides towards the
Northern Luzon or Region Il (also known as
central Luzon); towards the south Luzon, also
known as the CALABARZON region; eastwards
towards the mountains or the Pacific Ocean;
and westward towards Manila Bay. The three
regions comprise the highest share of the
Gross Domestic Product of the country.

Housing in the National Capital Region is
expected to increase in price, not limited to
the central business district of Makati
(Figure 1). One of the effects of being priced
out of the city for employees is the increase
of traffic congestion. The average commuting
time for Metro Manila citizens is three hours
going to work, and three hours going home,
with a distance of 10 to 20 kilometers. While
there are 2 million private vehicles that
occupy most of the road, they account for
only 2% of the entire population.

Recommendations to Address Unbalanced
Urban Growth in Metro Manila

The stifling traffic congestion of Metro Manila
can be attributed to these major factors: land
use patterns, expensive housing in central
business districts caused by surrounding
low-density and gated subdivisions, the bias
towards automobiles, and the lack of urban
growth centers outside Metro Manila.

Metro Manila is a real picture of what happens
to the mobility of central cities surrounded by
low-density, low-rise housing as opposed to
more compact vertical urbanism or vertical
tall buildings. House prices surge because of
scarcity and supply. The movement of people,
goods, and vehicles towards the city during
peak hours in the morning and exiting at
night clogs major thoroughfares.

Gated communities should be opened up

as alternative routes during peak hours. This
low-density housing should be converted to a
denser form in the future.

Figure 1. Rockwell Center in Makati City (Source: Palafox Associates)
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[t would also be necessary to make sidewalks
wider and safer, most especially the ones that
connect public transits (i.e. bus stations and
railways). Through this, redeveloped mass-
transits that are clean, convenient, safe, and
on-time would become more appealing to
private car owners.

Third, congestion pricing in major
thoroughfares and increasing the price of
parking may also be considered. There is a
need to reduce the usage of the road to give
enough space for Bus Rapid Transits to travel
faster, which would result in it becoming the
preferred mode of transport due to faster
travel times.

The development of urban growth centers
outside Metro Manila will also be necessary to
act as counter-magnets. Building international
airports in Clark, Batangas, and other urban
growth centers will also boost urban
developments outside Metro Manila.

Urban Development in Other Regions

According to the thrust of the government,
tourism is a good source of economic
growth generator. In February 2016 alone,
tourism generated about 27 billion pesos.
With the thrust in tourism, spending and
consumption have drastically helped the
regions in Visayas, Mindanao, and the rest of
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Luzon to gain new investments and capital
for business and commerce. The top three
drivers of growth for the cities in Visayas and
Mindanao are tourism, infrastructure, and
Business Process Outsourcing.

All throughout the Philippines, new tall
building structures are also being proposed
and constructed in emerging metropolises as
answer to the increasing demand of services,
most of them focusing on developing their
own central business districts and commercial
establishments to make citizens realize that
Metro Manila and its CBDs are not the only
business hubs to reckon with.

The Cebu Business Park, a 50-hectare special
economic zone developed by Cebu Holdings
is a bustling community that integrates the
commercial, residential, and leisure aspects
of the city and region, created at a time when
there was yet no business district south

of Manila (Figure 2). The business park’s
centerpiece is the nine-hectare Ayala Center
Cebu shopping mall. Further down south is
the growing development of Aeon Towers
and Felcris Center in Davao City.

Central Visayas and Metro Cebu

In Visayas, all the regions within it are
experiencing urban growth and expansion.
Today, Central Visayas is considered as one
of the top contributors to the country’s GDP,
growing at a rate of 9.7% (National Economic
Development Authority). The most popular
city in the Central Visayas area is Cebu

City. Not far from Cebu, another city in the
Western Visayas (growing at a rate of 4.9%)

is lloilo city. Both Metro Cebu and Metro
lloilo have significantly improved their road
and transportation infrastructure. Both cities
have built international airports and building
infrastructures for the RORO (roll on/roll off)
port system. With this recent development,
both cities now serve as a gateway for
domestic and foreign tourists.

With the redevelopment of the Mactan
International Airport in Cebu, it is expected
that there will be significant increase in
foreign direct flights.

Apart from the influx of both domestic and
international arrivals, capital flows for business
and commercial developments are booming.
Ten years ago, high-rise buildings, super-
regional shopping centers and international
super brands were scarcely found in these
cities. Today, all of these can be visibly seen
(Figures 3 &4).
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Figure 2. Development growth of Cebu (Source: Palafox Associates)
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Figure 3. Upcoming mixed-use development in Cebu City (Source: Palafox Associates)
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Figure 4. Upcoming mixed-use development in Metro Cebu (Source: Palafox Associates)
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Mindanao and Davao City

Mindanao is part of the East ASEAN

growth area and engages in a sub-regional
cooperation initiative of the BIMP-EAGA
(Brunei Darussalam, Indonesia, Malaysia,
Philippines) which was formally launched

in 1994 in Davao City (Figure 5). The sub-
regional cooperation aims to utilize the
strategic proximity of the cities and enhance
key target areas such as agro-industries,

trade and tourism. Aside from the benefits
derived from the cooperation, cities such

as Cagayan de Oro, General Santos, and
Davao City are experiencing significant
economic growth, and are visibly becoming a
destination of business investment and local
tourism because of their emergence as the
commercial and business centers of the south.

In the Mindanao Region, road and
transportation infrastructure have also
dramatically improved and paved the
way for urban growth, expansion, and
commercialization.
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Figure 5. Aerial view of Davao City (Source: Palafox Associates)
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Figure 6. Felcris Centrale, a new mixed-use development in Davao City (Source: Palafox Associates)
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The Davao region consistently increased in
capital and financial investment, and financial
institutions. Compared to the other regions

in Mindanao, Davao is known to be more
peaceful. And this is one of the reasons that
Davao City prides itself as a stable platform for
business (Figure 6).

Regional Integration

Despite having an average national economic
growth of 6%, the cities and regions are
experiencing critical planning, resiliency, and
sustainability problems. Apart from the three
to six-hour traffic experienced within the
National Capital Region; lloilo, Cebu, Cagayan
de Oro and General Santos are visibly suffering
from traffic and mobility congestion as well.
From Luzon to Mindanao, the cities and
regions are also experiencing environmental
degradation (i.e., polluting of rivers and
estuaries and worsening air quality along
major roads), negative impacts of climate
change (i.e, flooding and urban vulnerability
to earthquakes), undisciplined real estate and
commercial development (urban sprawl), and
visible incidence of social gentrification and
social inequity (Figure 7).

One can only imagine how traffic congestion
in Metro Manila will play out by 2020 if it is
adding tens of thousands of cars a year and
about a hundred thousand cars nationally.
According to a study done by the Japan
International Cooperation Agency (JICA),
Metro Manila is losing 57 million dollars or 2.4
billion pesos daily of potential revenue. This
could even balloon to six billion pesos

by 2030.
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Figure 7. Growth centers in Mindanao (Source: Palafox Associates)
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The primacy of ‘imperial” Metro Manila
resulted in the imbalance of growth and
opportunities favoring Metro Manila over
the poorer provinces and islands of the
country. Though despite the decentralization
efforts, it is observable that it is not enough
and regional disparities are glaring.
Decentralization must move towards
regional integration.

Regional integration is the collaboration

of decentralized cities, working together

to move towards a more sustainable
development. Often, it is inadequately
simplified to road connectivity and
accessibility of cities and provinces. The usual
elements identified are the development of
farm to market roads and being able to travel,
view, and even work in areas that

are not within the proximity of a person’s
current home.

But in the light of integration, the crucial
elements are synergy and collaboration,
especially in these areas'usage and utilization
of ports and airports; urban to rural and rural
to urban population migration; harnessing
natural environment; trade, commerce, and
industries; housing; cultural assimilation;
institutions such as hospitals, education,
places of worship, sources of energy, sources
of potable water, and disposal of waste.
Integration is the agglomerate, aggregate,
or synthesis of all the factors that affects the
person in the city, whether it is direct

or indirect.

In 2011, there were large differences in the
regional distribution of national and local
roads. Region IV (Southern Tagalog) accounts
for the highest absolute share of the road
network at 11% of the total, but has one of
the lowest densities of roads per sq km. Road
density is highest in Metro Manila (7.5 per sq
km) and lowest in Caraga.

Holistically, the Philippines is estimated to
have 213,151 km of roads, out of which 54,481
km are paved. Less than half of the national
roads are considered to be of good quality.
The poor quality has resulted in high vehicle
operating costs. The Pan-Philippine Highway,
also known as the Maharlika Highway is a
3,517 km network of roads, bridges, and ferry
services that connects the islands of Luzon,
Samar, Leyte and Mindanao and serves as
the country’s principal transport backbone.
National roads account for only 14% of the
total road network, provincial roads 13%, and
city and municipal roads at 11%. The rest are
classified as barangay (district) roads, which
are mostly unpaved village-access roads
built by DPWH but handed over to the local
government units (LGUs). The total length of

national expressways is more than
286 kilometers.

Various informal transport services such as
tricycles, pedicabs, and jeepneys provide most
of the urban transport needs of the city. The
cost of congestion in Metro Manila alone is
estimated to be around 100 billion pesos, or
4.6% of the country’s GDP.

Challenges of Regional Integration

One can only imagine what will become of
the metropolis and other urban areas if they
are struck with a magnitude 7 earthquake or
even with a Halyan-intensity typhoon which
devastated Samar and Leyte. According to the
Metro Manila Earthquake Impact Reduction
study (MMEIRS) in 2004, approximately
170,000 households will be severely damaged
and millions of people will be displaced.

The study painted a grim picture of dystopia
where help will not be available for three days
because of road blocks and collapse

of infrastructure.

Currently, the cities are also challenged with
an increase in demand for power and energy
requirements. Mindanao is experiencing a
power crisis, and Luzon is also racing against
time to adequately provide the needs of

the metropolis.

The cities are also confronted with the issue
of solid waste management, and keeping
the rivers, estuaries and coastlines free from
debris and toxic materials. But there are
already movements to develop biomass
plants and acquire technology to improve
current sanitary landfills. Unfortunately, the
government and private sector cannot do it
alone. As the pace that citizens are consuming
and throwing out trash, more and more we
begin to wonder where it will be buried

or treated.

Itis no secret that the urban areas are not at
all resilient and sustainable. Based on global
standards, the country has a long way to

go. This is not to say that the government

is not doing anything about it, but they
should explore the possibility of creating and
strictly implementing urban and regional
comprehensive land use plans. There are
existing plans in place, but, according to
forecasts, it will take 20 more years to develop
the necessary infrastructure, if and only if, the
current pace is maintained.
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Figure 8. Proposal to connect Metro Manila with the rest of Luzon through more circumferential roads, tunnels,
bridges, and airports, among others (Source: Palafox Associates)
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Recommendations

To address these issues, the national
government should create a national
sustainability plan, empowering cities and
regions to integrate these plans without
letting local governments create their own
isolated plans. Green architecture, vertical
urbanism, and proper urban and regional
planning should be put into practice. The
cities and emerging metropolitan areas
should be planned and developed into
mixed-use, compact, and vertical cities, doing
away with obsolete low-density urban sprawl.

Government expenditure on infrastructure,
especially in intermodal integration and
connection, is one of the main drivers of
economic development. While the Philippines
is enjoying unprecedented economic growth,
averaging 6% compared to the 2% and 4%
average of the 1980s to the early 2000s,
growth will stagnate if the concentration of
development will solely be in Metro Manila.

The goal is the decentralization and
integration of regions so that development
will be evenly spread out. Coupled with

a national sustainability development
plan, improved taxation laws, freedom of
information bill and fair-competition act,
my vision for the Philippines is realistic and
attainable. It has been a good sign that the
government had increased infrastructure
spending recently, and we can expect that
these will have tremendous impact in the
coming years.

In my term paper at Harvard Graduate School
of Design, | had proposed that the two

EREZHEER. E. 7. T T,

regions integrate with Metro Manila to plan
a Manila Bay Pacific Coast Megalopolis, with
a population of 30 million by 2030. Emerging
urban growth centers can act as counter
magnets to the pull or attractiveness of the
metropolis.

As the North and South of Metro Manila and
the rest of Luzon develops and creates new
urban growth centers, it can be expected that
population migration towards Metro Manila
will slow down and eventually decrease. There
will also be lesser traffic congestion as about 2
million citizens from Bulacan, Cavite, Laguna,
and Alabang will be diverted to nearer urban
areas (Figure 8).

This dispersion of traffic, coupled with a more
mature mass-transit system (through the
development of MRT 1-MRT 7 and bus rapid
transit), pedestrians can slowly regain a fair
share of the road in the Manila Megalopolis.

If Singapore, one of the top economies

of the world and smaller than Manila and
Laguna, has revived its city from aged districts,
certainly the Philippines can also slowly adopt
urban renewal and revitalization projects.
With developments happening outside Metro
Manila, holistically the city will experience
fewer cars, be able to breathe more, and be
able to widen walkways.

Citizens that live all the way in North Avenue
will be able to travel faster going towards
Makati CBD. Once mass transit systems are in
place we can expect massive development
especially along Commonwealth and all the
way to Bulacan. But living in the North may
prove that it might be a better option for
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Figure 9. The proposed plan for San Juan City includes better walkways for pedestrians

and an elevated monorail. (Source: Palafox Associates)

Figure 10. Proposed tunnel connecting Bataan and Cavite (Source: Palafox Associates)
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them to work in nearer new growth centers
such as Bulacan than to go Makati or even
Fort Bonifacio (Figure 9 & 10).

In the heart of Manila, we also expect that
urban revitalization and renewal will occur
especially in the Museum cluster near

Luneta Park, Intramuros, and the old district
of Binondo and Escolta Street. These areas
will be transformed into an integrated
heritage area that is highly walkable and
bikable. Currently, Intramuros has begun its
movement into a people-centric area from
being car-plagued. These areas have been the
center of commercial and cultural activities
throughout the centuries, but over the years
buildings have aged; cars and vendors have
dominated the streets. With pedestrianization,
widening of sidewalks, and the development
of better transportation systems, we can
expect urban renewal and revitalization to
occur. Simply reversing the trend of car-
orientation towards people-centric streets
creates an atmosphere of social interaction
and increase in foot traffic, which also attracts

new economic and business opportunities.
The conversion of Escolata and Binondo into
a heritage city will attract more investors, who
could eventually retrofit old buildings and
develop new infrastructure that would aid

in the preservation of monuments and old
buildings.

Ortigas, Cubao, and portions of Makati

will become more urbanized and will be
converted to highly walkable and bikable
cities as well. It is with great news that Ortigas
center is finally mulling in widening its
sidewalks, and some have already undergone
redevelopment. By 2021 we can also expect
that the 23-kilometer long Pasig River will be
utilized more for urban transportation

(Figure 11). There is somewhat recent
improvement in the current state of the Pasig
River. Through continuous and more rigorous
efforts in cleaning the river, we can expect
that it will get better.

Aside from land transport infrastructure,
which is greatly necessary for development,

Figure 11.The Pasig River Rehabilitation master plan proposes pedestrian bridges and ferry transport to ease land
traffic along Metro Manila’s major thoroughfares (Source: Palafox Associates)
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utilization and redevelopment of ports and
airports is also important. With new roads,
highways, and infrastructure already partially
accomplished and laid out, it is now
economically viable for traders to utilize the
port of Batangas as a response to port
congestion of Manila. Because of shorter
travel time between Manila and Batangas, it
will emerge as the next trading center of
Luzon and possibly a formidable economic
zone for trade and warehousing. Mainly
used for storage of crude oil, the port

of Batangas can also expand to other raw
and value added goods. With better
infrastructure, the CALABARZON area could
experience considerably rapid economic
growth and increases in domestic and
international tourism.

On the other hand, the former military bases
Clark and Subic are set to become new
innovation, science, and business hubs of

the Philippines. The recent full operational
capacity of the 93-kilometer Subic-Clark-Tarlac
highway sets a precedent in the development
of Central Luzon. Currently Subic enjoys being
one of the premier trading centers of Luzon,

and semi-conductors and electronic parts are
the number one export of the area, care of
Zambales. Clark, on the other hand,

has moved towards its vision of the “Clark
Future City”

With the on-going improvement of the Clark
International Airport and the Subic Bay port,
the cities will be able to gain more from its
special economic zone status, as foreign direct
investment will be inclined to pour in more
business ventures. Clark and Subic has the
opportunity to become the Silicon Valley of
the Philippines, with a fusion of the smart city
design of Singapore and other global gateway
cities in the world like Dubai. Specifically, Clark
City will also become the new gateway of the
Manila Megalopolis, extending all the way

to CALABARZON. Most certainly, because of
proximity, Pampanga will also be a major site
for residential development.

There is a need to emphasize and appreciate
how transport infrastructure and urban and
regional integration should be coupled

with visionary leadership, political will, good
design, good planning, and good governance.

Figure 12. Proposal to connect all the islands of the Philippines (Source: Palafox Associates)
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Comprehensive and collaborative planning

is urgently needed as the rapidly growing
population and urbanization estimates that
there will be 35 million more Filipinos by 2050.
70 to 80 percent of them will migrate to the
cities. | estimate that with a total population of
150 million by 2050, the Philippines will need
100 additional new cities. There are forecasts
that the Philippines can and should be in

the top 20 economies of the world by 2025
and in the top 16 by 2050. Moving forward,
planning should not only be short-term

and opportunistic, but also long-term and
visionary. This will bring the Philippines well
into the 21st century as a first world country
(Figure 12).
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