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ABSTRACT 

In 2013 Typhoon Haiyan severely impacted Tacloban, one of the Philippine's emerging cities and 

an important regional hub. In order to deal with the aftermath of this environmental disaster, the 

Tacloban Recovery and Rehabilitation Plan (TRRP) was developed. It outlines sustainable 

rebuilding priorities for the city based on the notion of "building back better" and includes planning 

for housing and infrastructure as central elements. The plan proposes resettlement schemes 

including a new township in the city's north. However, the recovery process has had very mixed 

results with both formal  and un-planned informal reconstruction taking place. The question is 

raised how the TRRP contributes to a resilient recovery and a reduction of future risk and what 

obstacles exist in achieving the related planning aims. For this purpose, we examine how actors in 

government, civil society and the private market interacted in the development and implementation 

of the plan, where these interactions are conceptualised within a governance framework. We 

present findings based on  interviews conducted with actors from local government and local 

institutions as well as non-profit organisations. The results indicate that lacking coordination 

between actors and limited access to resources inhibit the implementation of recovery goals. The 

role of the city as a regional urban centre and the informal reconstruction add further complexity to 

the situation. Our contribution serves to share knowledge and planning recommendations for a 

discussion on just, sustainable and resilient recovery and disaster risk reduction in Asian cities 

subject to environmental hazards. 

 

KEY WORDS: disaster recovery, disaster reconstruction, governance, Asian cities, resilience, 

disaster risk reduction, informal settlement  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Severe environmental disasters commonly affect Asia’s archipelagic countries. The Philippines, 

possessing the world’s sixth longest coastline with a length of 36,289 kilometres, is frequently 

exposed to typhoons and their cascading impacts, including rainstorms, floods and infrastructure 

failure. One such disaster, the category 5 ‘super-typhoon’ Haiyan, (also known under the local 

name Yolanda), the strongest typhoon ever to make landfall in the country, struck on 08 November, 

2013. This paper explores the aspects of the governance of the recovery and reconstruction 

responses as manifest in Tacloban City, which was the epicentre not only of the disaster impact, but 

also of the regional recovery.   

 

The post-disaster recovery and reconstruction process in Tacloban was based on frameworks that 

were established at the national level while responsibilities for implementing these plans lay at the 

local level. Housing and infrastructure constituted key planning priorities of both national and local 

governments, but city governments may not have sufficient capacity to deal with the impacts of 

large disasters. Such situations can result in gaps appearing between the recovery planning aims and 

the actual implementation of plans due to competing or even conflicting priorities and limited 

resources. These can be exacerbated by a divergence between formal and informal response 

strategies. As a result, the needs of those who are affected most may be neglected and a reduction of 

risk is not achieved in a resilient way.  The outcomes of the processes of development and 

implementation of recovery plans depend to a great extent on the effectiveness of the governance of 

these processes. 

 

The paper is structured around four questions that were used to configure the research. First, what 

aspects of governance are critical in the planning and implementation of disaster recovery and 

reconstruction (including resources, regulations, plans and policies)? Second, who are the main 

actors or stakeholders in such governance and how do these actors (in government, civil society and 

the private market) interact in the development and implementation of recovery plans? Third, what 

impacts do the differences between formal and informal strategies have on disaster recovery 

governance? And last, what wider lessons can be learned from the experience of Tacloban City in 

its recovery and reconstruction after typhoon Haiyan?  
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Tacloban is one of the Philippine's fastest growing cities. It is an important sub-regional hub in the 

Eastern Visayas region. It was severely impacted by Typhoon Haiyan in November 2013. Wind and 

floodwaters contributed to catastrophic damage, destruction of buildings and infrastructure, and 

casualties. In Haiyan’s aftermath, international government aid organisations and numerous non-

government organisations (NGOs) arrived in the country with the goal of helping the city and its 

impacted residents, with a particular emphasis on addressing the massive damage to housing and 

infrastructure.  

 

Two distinct patterns have manifested themselves in the recovery and reconstruction of the city 

since 2013. One is the formal rebuilding process according to the Tacloban Recovery and 

Rehabilitation Plan (TRRP) with a new settlement in the city's north and restrictions on building 

within a declared immediate coastal zone. The other is the unplanned rebuilding of informal 

housing along the coastline and elsewhere. While the first pattern is aimed at reducing long term 

disaster risk, the second appears to voluntarily place its inhabitants in harm's way; but the 

divergence clearly illustrates the discrepancy between the measured views of planners and officials 

and the more immediate needs of the local inhabitants. 

 

In the course of this chapter, the interactions of individuals and formal and informal institutions in 

the recovery of the city is conceptualized as a form of governance intended to achieve resilient and 

sustainable development through disaster recovery and reconstruction. For this purpose, a 

framework based on concepts of disaster recovery and governance will first be presented. This is 

followed by a brief discussion on the empirical context, Tacloban City. The next section deals with 

a presentation of the results of the semi-structured expert interviews and focus group interviews that 

were employed within this case study. Interviews were conducted in October 2014 with 

representatives from the local government, non-government and non-profit organisations, private 

businesses as well as impacted residents. Data from the case study are presented and discussed. A 

conclusion summarizes the observations made in relation to the four questions posed above and in 

doing so points out their relevance for other cases in the context of disaster management and 

governance in Asian cities. The aim is to share knowledge and propose adequate planning 

recommendations for a sustainable and resilient recovery process in Asian cities affected by 

environmental disasters. 
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2. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK ON DISASTERS, RECOVERY AND GOVERNANCE 

Conceptually, the aftermath of disaster can be viewed as a context for governance aimed at 

formulating plans for the reduction of future disaster risk and implementing such plans as well as 

for recovery in the immediate aftermath of the disaster. Thus, governance can be seen as the 

overarching "umbrella” for disaster risk reduction and an important factor in raising risk awareness 

amongst populations and contributing to coping capacities because it allows expression of political 

will to set policy and helps in the allocation of appropriate resources (UNDP 2010). Environmental 

disasters can be conceptualised as an interaction between a particular environmental hazard and the 

vulnerability of an impacted population. Vulnerability as a phenomenon is seen to increase the 

"susceptibility of a community to the impact of hazards" (UN/ISDR 2007:1). Vulnerability can also 

be seen as a social construct that can be defined as the lack of capacity of individuals, groups and 

systems to cope with disaster (Bürkner 2010:26) in relation to the "economic and political 

allocation of resources" (Cannon and Müller-Mahn 2010:12). 

 

Governance structures and processes have a great deal of influence on both vulnerability and 

resilience. The term governance is used in relation to changes in public policy-making and 

implementation that have taken place since the 1980s and that have led to what is described as "a 

shift from a hierarchical bureaucracy towards a greater use of markets, quasi-markets, and 

networks" (Bevir 2009:3). In other words, ‘governance’ differs from ‘government’ because it 

recognises that policies are made and implemented by governments at all levels (“hierarchical 

bureaucracy”) as well as the private and quasi-private sectors and the networks in civil society. 

Against this background, studies of policy coordination processes are possible in relation to 

strategies of state institutions oriented towards "creating and managing networks and partnerships" 

that involve state and non-state political, economic and social actors (Bevir 2009:4). This includes 

how state actors manage natural resources through legislation, administration, and enforcement.  

 

Understandings of governance can be applied in a number of policy fields, enclosing environmental 

sustainability and urban policy. Urban governance can be defined as "direction-setting, policy 

making and implementation that incorporate the roles and responsibilities of government, the 

private sector and civil society in urban settings, as well as the partnerships and conflicts amongst 

them" (Minnery 2007: 333). Beyond that, actors who are "external to the locally territorialised 

players" (Minnery 2007: 336) or come from "higher levels of government" (Minnery 2007: 332) 
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may also be involved in urban governance processes. Views can differ on how governance can 

include participants who do not belong to the government or how their relationships are shaped 

(Minnery 2007: 328). The formal government, civil society and the private sector should, however, 

each not be seen "as single coherent players" (Minnery 2007: 328). Instead, each sector can be 

composed of different or potentially conflicting interests that may eventually change (Minnery 

2007: 340-341).  These aspects of governance, including the range of formal and non-formal actors, 

the potential for cooperation of conflict, and the potential for disparate interests to become manifest 

apply also to disaster management.  
 

Governance processes are fundamental in order to reduce risk and to strengthen resilience, with 

disaster recovery as a key phase for achieving these objectives. It takes place within the disaster 

cycle, which encompasses the phases of planning and preparedness before a disaster and then 

response, recovery and reconstruction afterwards. The process is cyclical, and the recovery and 

rebuilding of settlement spaces impacted by disaster are viewed as "windows of opportunity" (UN-

ISDR 2007:5) in order to "build community resilience and reduce vulnerability to future disaster 

risks" (ibid). While definitions of post-disaster recovery may vary, sustainability and equity 

constitute important goals, and the responsible government units are those on local levels, although 

there may be tensions between the immediate post-disaster needs and these longer-term goals. 

Available funds, leadership, cooperation and participation, all crucial aspects of governance, play 

important roles (Olshansky and Chang 2009:201, 206-208), especially when seeking to balance the 

immediate and longer-term needs, because whilst quick recovery appears to be generally 

favourable, it may be complicated by the time needed to improve upon what existed before the 

disaster. Recovery "in the same vulnerable locations reproduces not only the problem and risk, but 

it can also create increased and additional risks" (Wamsler 2004:19). "Building back better" can 

help reduce risks by employing standardised and adaptive building measures and appropriate land-

use planning. Resettlement due to disaster is a possible option, but not commonplace (Sipe and 

Vella 2015). While resettlement schemes can lead to a reduction of exposure to an environmental 

hazard, they may also contribute to a rise of vulnerability, e.g. due to the separation of populations 

from their prior livelihoods or exposure to alternative risk (Okada et al. 2014:20).  

 

Cities in Asia are increasingly becoming the locus of risk and disaster. Due to the massive 

population increase in Asian cities, questions of equity and livelihoods arise in relation to land-use 

planning, housing, transportation, and urban services. As a result, the scope of responses to disaster 
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is seen to require governance approaches that facilitate the inclusion of all actors, institutions and 

sectors within impacted societies (Douglass 2013:4). Risks are amplified by the emergence of 

informal settlements and slums fuelled by rural-urban migration (Douglass 2013:8-9). It becomes 

necessary to consider the vulnerability of populations at risk and employ appropriate governance 

approaches in order to deal with resulting problems and conflicts in an inclusive way (Douglass 

2013:11). Governance approaches are required that facilitate participation as a "framework for 

society-wide engagement in all phases of disaster experiences and responses" (Douglass 2013:4). 

The goal is to achieve "social and environmental justice" (Douglass 2013:17) that could affect 

planning outcomes, e.g. in relation to resettlement schemes and livelihood needs. Critical scales 

include the neighbourhood, city region, and transborder region (Douglass 2013:24).  

 

 

These ideas from the wider disaster management and governance literatures clarify the 

considerations that arise from the four questions asked in this research.  The paper now applies 

these ideas to the context of Tacloban after typhoon Haiyan. 
 

 

3. PLANNING CONTEXT: TACLOBAN AFTER TYPHOON HAIYAN IN 2013 

Tacloban City is classified as a small-to-medium-sized urban administrative unit. Similar small-to 

medium-sized urban centres account for 60% of Asian cities. It is also a coastal community and is a 

major regional hub in the Eastern Visayas region. Before the typhoon, it had a night time population 

of around 200,000 – among them a large percentage of urban poor (Oxfam 2013). Tacloban is also 

the capital of the Eastern Visayas Region – Leyte and Samar – and home to a regional airport. The 

city administration is based on traditional neighbourhood communities that are known as 

Barangays. These comprise the smallest political and administrative LGUs (local governmental 

units) in the country. The Local Government Code of 1991 mandates the decentralisation of central 

functions and sets the requisites for the creation of LGUs. They enjoy considerable local autonomy 

and so are responsible for disaster management. They are managed by a locally elected Barangay 

captain/chairman. A Barangay typically consist of 70 to 100 households. Twenty-eight of the 138 

Barangays in the city of Tacloban were classified as "danger zones" in terms of potential disaster 

impact (City of Tacloban et al. 2014: 7).  
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On 08 November 2013 Typhoon Haiyan made landfall along the coast of the Philippine island of 

Leyte. It was one of the strongest tropical storms ever recorded, and its strong winds were followed 

by a storm surge. At least 7,000 casualties were reported. More than half a million houses were 

damaged and destroyed. Tacloban "sustained the greatest damage to housing, business, and 

infrastructure" (City of Tacloban et al. 2014) in the region. The overwhelming majority of 

destroyed dwellings were located along the coastline so coastal communities received the majority 

of shelter assistance. The local institutions active in the response were also affected.  Many 

evacuees are noted to have already returned in January 2014 and "used the emergency shelter 

material to rebuild on the areas which were affected by the typhoon" (Makhoul 2014:22). 

The policy framework for disaster risk reduction in the Philippines involves a number of key 

regulations at various scales. At the national level, the 2009 Philippine Climate Change Act and the 

2010 Philippine Disaster Risk Reduction and Management Act are two statutes that provide 

guidance for disaster planning, response, and recovery. Due to Typhoon Haiyan’s impact, the 

national government saw the need to create a new mechanism, the Presidential Assistant for 

Rehabilitation and Recovery (OPARR). Its purpose is to oversee the rehabilitation and recovery of 

typhoon-affected areas and to unify the efforts of the government along with other agencies 

involved in post-disaster rehabilitation and recovery. It is also mandated to establish an overall 

strategic vision and to develop plans and programs for recovery and reconstruction. Official "No-

Build Areas" were declared by the national government in Tacloban, and "more than 100,000 

families" (Philippine Humanitarian Country Team 2014) were affected by this policy. Local 

fishermen protested against the designations because of the impact on their livelihoods. 

 

In the main, though, OPARR introduced a bottom-up and step-by-step approach to support affected 

LGUs in formulating rehabilitation plans. LGUs were required to develop their own action plans 

and programs in coordination with local government plans to receive funding.  

 

With support from the UN-Habitat, Tacloban developed a plan for the rebuilding of the city after 

Haiyan. The "Tacloban Recovery and Rehabilitation Plan" (TRRP) formulates recovery visions and 

aims based on the principle of "building back better." The plan is intended as a guide for the 

redevelopment of the city in ways that are "socially, environmentally, economically and culturally 

balanced" (City of Tacloban et al. 2014: 3). The TRRP is aimed at describing the actions required 

and the operational strategies for the process of recovery, rehabilitation, and sustainable 
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development of the city after the disaster. It is supposed to be consistent with the city’s long-term 

development vision, goals, and policies. There are five key result areas (KRAs) of the TRRP, 

including shelter and infrastructure (City of Tacloban et al. 2014). Tacloban's city government 

submitted the TRRP to OPARR in May 2014. It was approved one year after Haiyan made landfall. 

According to reports, lack of available land, limited resources, and bureaucratic circumstances were 

responsible for delays in approving the plan (Reuters 2014). 

 

4. METHODOLOGY  

Empirical field research was conducted between 16 and 23 of October 2014 in Tacloban (almost 

one year after typhoon Haiyan). Qualitative methods were used, including expert in-depth 

interviews and a focus group discussion, complemented by site visits, informal interviews with 

residents and photo documentation. The participants included members of government, civil 

society, and the private market sector in Tacloban who were active in the recovery and rebuilding 

of the city after Typhoon Haiyan. Those who participated within the expert interviews and the focus 

group discussion were identified as experts in their field of work or representatives of groups and 

institutions active in the recovery and who carried particular responsibilities within that activity (cf. 

Flick 2012:214-215).  

 

The number of participants in the expert interviews and focus group discussion was 8. Participants 

were contacted  by email facilitated by the authors and through referrals made by key informants. 

The interviews and the focus group discussion were recorded digitally and documented in the form 

of written notes and with the approval of the participant. The questions were formulated in an 

interview guideline. Their analytical categories and topics of inquiry are derived from the four 

questions identified earlier. The interview transcripts were then content analysed.   Identifying 

information about participants is kept confidential, but their general affiliations are set out in Table 

1. The data were used to explore how effectively actors worked together within the governance 

configuration and which obstacles exist in achieving the planning aims.  

Table 1: Interviewees 

Interview Comments 

Interview 1 Senior member, city building department. The interviewee's role is primarily to 

design buildings for the city and put the city "into order" while being in charge 

of the city's building code. 
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Interview 2 Senior member, city government. The city government focuses on providing 

social services and creating security. Its aim is to support an environment that 

becomes conducive to the economy and enables families to feel safe and plan 

their future. 
Focus group 

Interview 3 
Member, city council. 

Focus group 

Interview 4 
Architect, private sector representative. 

Focus group 

Interview 5 
Architect and academic (local university). 

Focus group 

Interview 6 
Architect and representative of a professional organization (United Architects 

in the Philippines). 
Focus group 

Interview 7 
Member, NGO1 (a hospital) 

Focus group 

Interview 8 
Member, NGO2  

 

 

 

 

5. RESULTS AND FINDINGS 

 

Impact and early recovery 

The entire Eastern Visayas region of the Philippines was affected by the disaster but Tacloban, as 

an important regional urban centre, experienced impacts over and above those directly from the 

typhoon. The city normally experiences a significant influx of daytime population because of 

employment, services and education. The disaster occurred in the early morning of a working 

Friday. No infrastructure was in place to serve the increased day-time population in the case of a 

major disaster. Problems arose in explaining this situation to the national government (Interview 2). 
 

The majority of private business owners left the city right after the disaster. A few weeks after the 

disaster, the city government decided to give the business community "some leeway for the survival 

of the city" and accepted a delay in the collection of taxes. As a result, the city "did [not] have 

enough resources to address major concerns." The city government therefore attempted to reach out 

and collaborate with the private sector, including banks, utilities, and schools, "to get things 
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moving" (Interview 2). A group of local businessmen, the Tzu Chi foundation, helped and gave out 

cash donations to individuals (Interview 6).  
 

 

 

Regulations 

Roughly one month after the disaster, the national government declared a 40 meter-wide "No Build 

Zone" along the coast which was designed to prevent reconstruction in this particularly hazardous 

area. But two unintended outcomes resulted. The first was that local fishermen who relied on living 

close to the sea in order to maintain their livelihoods built informal and illegal structures in this 

zone. The second was that a clear message was received by residents that they would be safe if they 

built farther away from the coastline. The City Building Department questioned this rather 

simplified measure. Rather than basing an exclusion zone on the distance from the shore inward the 

zone should have been based on the elevation of the land. For this purpose, the city cooperated with 

international organizations (Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit, and Japan 

International Cooperation Agency) to create a topographical map of the city's coastal areas as an 

adequate knowledge base for future land use planning (Interview 2). This accurate information did 

not exist previously. 
 

Revisions to the building code included provisions for evacuation centres, i.e. raising them above 

grade to prevent them from flooding (Interview 1). Architects from higher learning institutions were 

also invited to the Mayor's office for consultation. But the impression people gained was that they 

"have to follow orders" rather than being there to provide expertise. Professional recommendations 

were made, but the conflict between the need for immediate action and the need for deliberative 

planning became apparent. One interviewee felt that the revision process seemed to take place too 

quickly: "it's being rushed" and institutions were "not going through the right stages." The 

interviewee felt that recommendations should instead be "research-based" (Interview 5). 

 

A "Rehab Czar" was appointed by the national government, yet the observation was that this 

recovery coordinator "does [not] call the shots" (Interview 4). In order to assist Tacloban's recovery, 

the city had submitted a plan to OPARR that had existed before the typhoon. Yet this 

"Comprehensive Land Use Plan of Tacloban City" (CLUP, with a 10 years planning horizon) didn't 

receive approval, and the city was asked to provide another plan (Interview 3). This procedure was 
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related to the way funding applications received approval. Recovery funds were not given to the 

local government, but to national government agencies. To receive funds, a project proposal needed 

to be submitted by an organised group. The process is considered bureaucratic and lengthy. The 

lack of money and the fact that people on the local level were not trained for dealing with these 

processes complicated even successful applications (Interview 7). 

 

Plans 

To craft a new recovery plan, the city partnered with UN Habitat (Interview 2). The Tacloban 

Recovery and Rehabilitation Plan was the result of this cooperation. It is divided into three 

segments. (Interview 1). One goal of the plan was to develop a new township. Resettling away from 

the "danger zone" served to reduce the risk for the population.  (Interview 2). Roughly 80 hectares 

of property were available in the north of the municipality for this purpose. The area was originally 

intended for a light to medium industry growth centre in the early 90s. It remained unaffected by 

the storm surge and lies in a natural mountain terrace that protects the area from any typhoon.  

(Interview 1). 
 

About two to five hectares are plotted per site. The allocation for every house is 40 square meters 

per lot, with 22 square meters per house. Housing types include loft, duplex, or row houses with up 

to five units. Single detached housing is considered too costly. While most construction is one-

storey, two-storey houses are under consideration in order to improve the feasibility of the project. 

Housing units are intended for an average of 5 individuals per family (Interview 1). The need to 

provide jobs for the resettled residents is recognised. Most of them work in the city. However, the 

city is inviting light and medium industry to the resettlement area, including aquaculture and a solar 

farm for sustainable energy production as new job opportunities (Interview 1). These initiatives 

were far from completion when the research fieldwork was undertaken in late 2014 yet elsewhere in 

the city houses remained unrepaired, informal structures were abundant and typhoon damage was 

still apparent.  

 

The TRRP is also seen by some as faulty. The recovery plan was considered "a wish-list" and 

involved only very limited community input. The participation of stakeholders such as the private 

sector and community organisations was also limited. There is also the question of what data the 

plan was based upon because  data were not made available to the public (Interview 7). The 

affordability of the new housing in the new settlement is also highly questionable. Livelihoods in 
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the city vary considerably, and not all relocated people are fishermen, but there appears to be only 

limited job opportunities being planned (Interview 6). 

 

Implementation of plans  

To build the housing as outlined in the TRRP, developers were required to purchase land because 

the city of Tacloban lacked available land (Interview 1). Some of the properties were loaned to the 

city for free, to be used for a year. The city also acquired some properties itself. But speculation 

over land was rife, because "it’s a seller’s market." This land speculation also involved farmland, 

and as a result, some farmers are being displaced (Interview 1).  

 

The developers are also responsible for building the connecting roads to the main highways. Yet, 

not all of the required roads were ready at the time of the fieldwork (Interview 1).  In addition, 

some developers did not bother to obtain official permits. Such informal processes abounded. The 

developers knew the city needed them and the houses they could build. And they were right: the 

city processed their applications while construction was already underway, otherwise the city might 

be accused of hindering the progress of reconstruction.  

 

Coordination meetings were set up to inform the many stakeholders involved what was intended 

next. Yet while NGOs were generally applauded for their involvement in the recovery, not all were 

seen to coordinate with the city to a desirable degree (Interview 1). The danger existed that a 

structure built by an NGO was not zoned properly. The city intended to ensure that construction 

projects took place in accordance with planning regulations so that buildings did not have to be 

demolished later on (Interview 2). The observation that international NGOs could have coordinated 

more thoroughly with the city was shared by other interviewees. NGOs were seen to "go on their 

own" (Interview 8).  

 

Local level: managing the recovery 

People who moved to the new settlement were apprehensive at first, but eventually that sentiment 

changed. The city government considered it necessary to have the cooperation of all residents in 

order to focus on the recovery and to ensure the success of the resettlement project. As long as this 

took place within the borders of the city municipality, the residents remained within the city's 

jurisdiction(Interview 2). 
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About 14,000 new housing units are needed, yet less than 2000 houses were completed at the time 

of the interviews a year after typhoon Haiyan (Interview 1). A problem with time arises: "people 

can't wait" (Interview 3). Many evacuees were still living in tents and transitory "bunk houses" that 

could accommodate up to five individuals in one unit. People lived in bunk houses for up to six 

months and even longer (Interview 5). The situation is feared to become permanent for some, since 

there were not enough new housing units available (Interview 8). A gap between "what is planned 

and what happens on the ground" was clear. The situation was seen to particularly affect the urban 

poor (Interview 7).   

 

The Barangays played a very crucial role as the place where a direct contact with the impacted 

people was established. Coordination amongst Barangays was needed, however, because "when one 

Barangay fixes its drainage, the next one floods" (Interview 7). There was a flow of communication 

that goes from the city government to the Barangays. This link was facilitated by a person at the 

city level who was in charge of Barangay affairs (Interview 1) and this communication was 

intended to aid coordination. Barangay captains were reported as being responsible for 

communicating their needs to the city, for example by reporting the number of casualties. If the 

Barangay captains did not go to city hall, they did not receive help (Interview 3).  The unfortunate 

result was the perception that help was unevenly distributed: "in our Barangay we haven't received 

anything" (Interview 8). Under such circumstances coordination was grossly hindered. 
 

6. DISCUSSION 

Tacloban was the victim of a remarkable environmental disaster. Yet even though coastal areas of 

the Philippines are often subject to typhoons, floods and storm surges the preparation for Typhoon 

Haiyan was totally inadequate. This meant that the post-disaster situation was complicated and 

difficult conflicts emerged between fulfilling immediate needs and longer-term recovery planning; 

livelihoods were also compromised. International organisations supported the city’s recovery by 

helping it develop the Tacloban Recovery and Rehabilitation Plan (TRRP). It outlines the city's 

rebuilding priorities, with "building back better" as a key aim. The city government submitted the 

TRRP to the OPARR, which approved it but after some delay. The plan was needed for the city to 

be able to access disaster recovery funding administered at the national governmental level. Gaps 

appeared between the national and local levels with responsibilities remaining unclear. Funding was 

clearly insufficient and local capacities were limited. The city's infrastructure did not even 
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correspond to regional or national expectancies regarding service provision following the impact of 

the disaster. 
 

The extent to which participatory approaches to disaster recovery were seriously considered is 

unclear. The TRRP seems to have not been developed in cooperation with the population. Rather, 

the impression from the interviews is that a final product was discussed with the public when it was 

ready for approval. Critics consider the TRRP an aspirational plan and seriously question whether it 

can promote an inclusive disaster recovery process. Still, it presents an important opportunity for 

both the national and city governments to facilitate and develop an appropriate framework for 

disaster governance at the local level, crucial in providing a formal basis for building back the city's 

infrastructure and housing.  
 

Projects included within the plan encompass the elevation of coastal roads and the creation of a new 

township with 14,000 new housing units. Yet planning implementation is out of synch with 

development on the ground and related steps occur simultaneously: the construction is under way 

while the permits are being processed by the city. The new township, under construction in the 

city's north, aims at removing the population from the "danger zone" in order to reduce disaster risk 

but also to create new jobs and new industrial uses. Yet less than 2000 houses had been built at the 

time of the interviews, infrastructure was not yet complete, and people were still living in tents, 

transitory houses and informal/illegal housing. The resettlement is seen to impact negatively on the 

livelihoods and culture of residents, with the necessity to commute between the new settlement and 

jobs in the city being one example. 

 

Yet, this doesn't solve the informal recovery situation. A major issue in this regard manifested 

before the TRRP was approved. Residents had already begun their reconstruction of informal 

settlements along the coastline in areas designated as a "No Build Zone" by the national 

government, clearly in defiance of this regulatory measure. Yet, these residents remain at risk and 

may even experience increased risk of future environmental disasters. Unfortunately, the “No Build 

Zone” was defined in a quite arbitrary way so that residents outside this zone may have an entirely 

false view of their reduced risk.  
 

7. CONCLUSIONS 
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In this concluding section we return to the four questions that drove this research: (1) What aspects 

of governance are critical in the planning and implementation of disaster recovery and 

reconstruction (including resources, regulations, plans and policies)? (2) Who are the main actors or 

stakeholders in such governance and how do these actors (in government, civil society and the 

private market) interact in the development and implementation of recovery plans? (3) What 

impacts do the differences between formal and informal strategies have on disaster recovery 

governance? And (4) What wider lessons can be learned from the experience of Tacloban City in its 

recovery and reconstruction after typhoon Haiyan?  

 

Post-disaster governance arrangements were structured by the relationships that existed before 

Haiyan. They were complemented by international NGOs that entered the arrangements after the 

disaster. The scale of the disaster led to the active involvement of the national government, the best 

resourced and most powerful level of government. Yet the city administration had extensive 

responsibilities, but these exceeded its limited resources. Barangays and NGOs acted at the local 

level.  So the governance constellation in place for the recovery and rebuilding of Tacloban 

encompassed actors from the national government, the city government, the local governmental 

units, international NGOs, local NGOs, and the professional community in varying stages of 

coordination, planning and implementation of plans. In this regard, the TRRP can be recognised as 

an important step towards a disaster governance process that had the potential to enable the 

sustainable recovery of infrastructure and housing in Tacloban. However, planning and 

implementation happened at once and time was compressed as related steps that should have 

occurred in sequence took place simultaneously. The interactions amongst the actors in post-

disaster governance highlight the potential conflicts between servicing immediate and urgent short-

term needs (such as providing shelter and reconstructing livelihoods) and longer-term needs (such 

as considered planning to “build back better” to reduce vulnerability and increase resilience).  

 

Three overarching themes emerged from the investigation that applied to all four of the questions: 

the degree and kind of participation; the issues of capacity and resources; and the range of 

responsibilities. These coalesce within the "star" role of the city as an actor in governance and the 

complex pattern of interrelations within this governance constellation. They also show there is  

room for improvement within the cooperation between the related local, regional and national 

scales.  
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Degree and kind of participation:  

There were several ways in which participation could have been improved so as to create better 

outcomes. People with local expertise (including local professionals) had much to offer but the 

interviews showed that a top-down planning process had taken place. This included the national 

government’s declaration of the “No Build Zone”. The potential contribution of NGOs was 

circumscribed because of limited coordination between the city and them. Long-term resilience was 

supported by the participation of two international aid organisations in helping gather topographical 

data to clearly identify areas that were safer from flooding.  The smallest local governmental unit, 

the Barangays, participated in their own ways, with an asymmetrical provision of support for 

informal recovery actions that bypassed the TRRP.  
 

Range of responsibilities:  

While the responsible Barangay chairpersons played an important role in facilitating 

communication between the city and the local population, there is still a need to manage 

information and logistics here in a just and equitable way. This can support the need for interfacing 

informal rebuilding practices with formal ones in the informal settlements of the urban poor in 

Tacloban's Barangays. 

 

 Tacloban City, being the capital city of the Eastern Visayan region, experiences a massive daytime 

population influx which originates in the surrounding areas. For this reason, there was an 

expectation that the city administration would provide for the daily needs of this additional 

population. The question of post-disaster responsibilities in such a situation is complex.  The 

responsibility for the provision of housing and infrastructure lies within the borders of the 

municipality with priority going to Tacloban’s own population. But the impact of the disaster 

extended far beyond the city. Clear definitions of responsibilities are required at national, regional 

and local levels, and related capacities need to be built on local levels to prepare better for future 

disasters. 

 

Capacity and resources:  

While the city seems to play the “star” role in post-disaster governance, it depends on funding from 

the national government and on the willingness of NGOs and contractors to coordinate with its 

intentions. This is crucial for the timely provision of new, low-risk settlement space and relocating 
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evacuees from temporary shelter locations. In return, the Barangays depend on an effective 

provision of aid in order to ensure that risk reduction is achieved for residents living along the 

coastlines. Given the state of reconstruction when the research was undertaken, almost twelve 

months after Haiyan, resources and capacity were clearly inadequate for the task.  
 

This situation is indicative of a broader dilemma – the desire to address immediate needs of 

residents by returning and rebuilding quickly, and the aim of planning for sustainable future 

development. "Building back better" here appears to be add odds with "build the basics now": quick 

action was taken to enable informal recovery on-site; and while residents were able to rebuild their 

homes and reclaim their livelihoods, they did so with the resources at their disposal, yet without 

reducing their future risk. However, the way property use is negotiated between Barangay captains 

and property owners in coastal areas may hold the potential for a more inclusive planning process 

that can help prevent potential land-use conflicts and enable a just, inclusive and resilient recovery 

of the city. 
 

While definite progress has been achieved in Tacloban, the inclusion and participation of all actors 

and the allocation of resources remain key challenges. Formal and informal recovery processes 

seemingly coexist, forming a complex and contradictory pattern of post-disaster recovery. The 

Barangays display community resilience and the informal reconstruction of coastal settlements has 

gone ahead despite their being in a vulnerable (and prohibited) zone. The actual governance 

constellation in place extends beyond local governmental units and impacted communities and their 

residents and includes national and international actors and stakeholders. The complexity involved 

in coordinating all these interests has restricted the path towards a just, sustainable and resilient 

recovery process in Tacloban. Further decentralization of governance, clearer allocation of 

responsibilities, just provision of resources and a stronger link between formal and informal 

practices appear sensible to strengthen local capacities in dealing with post-disaster challenges. This 

is the major lesson to be learned from Tacloban’s experience. Reconciling informal and formal 

post-disaster reconstruction processes (and the interests that are represented in these processes) as 

well as reconciling short-term urgent needs and longer-term planning for increased resilience are 

both important in other decentralised Asian cities. The city's experiences are of things that worked 

well and things that did not work well. Other cities can learn from both.  
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