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Abstract

Do water crises have the potential to contribute to social and political unrest in cities, especially in the Global
South? To address this question, this paper draws on 60 interviews, 8 focus group discussions and a survey
of 800 urban poor households in Metro Manila. Analysis suggests that access to water for these households
is rife with vulnerability. In other words, scarcity is not natural as much as produced through economic and
political decisions. These pre-existing entitlements determine the scale of suffering during times of water
crises. In 2019, as the entire population of Metro Manila experienced a water crisis, urban poor households
suffered disproportionately. While people coped individually by altering their behavior, discontent was
palpable among communities, highlighting that individual grievances were at the cusp of entering the social
realm. This analysis is supported by discussions in political ecology, contentious politics, and governance

and informality in cities in the Global South.

Introduction

Thinking about the social and political effects of water crises in cities in the Global South is a
challenging exercise in many ways. At the same time that these concerns inhabit a place in the future, they
are rooted in the present and the past. Thus, although almost two billion people will be living in water stressed
cities by 2050, it is not as if people do not experience limited access to water, especially those who are
underprivileged. That, water crises may exacerbate pre-existing vulnerability of marginalized populations is
a tenable argument (Sen 1981). But could they also contribute to social and political discontent?

Seemingly straightforward, the question provides no easy answers. How does one establish causality
between water crises and political unrest? Especially considering that for many in cities in the Global South,
water scarcity is a part of daily living. Mismanagement of dwindling natural resources, when combined with

inequitable distribution, makes service provision the weak link. In fact, in service provision contestation and
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(or) collaboration take place among multiple players— and in some instances, criminal and (or) political
violence accompanies these dynamics. How does one separate the effects of water crises from these ground
realities? And how may political unrest manifest in such a case?

Although not always explicitly stated, at least four propositions are key to unpacking the scarcity-
unrest equation.

The first issue is that of methodological preferences—mapping paths between water crises and unrest
is premised on a structural approach in which depleting resources engender grievances among populations
that may in turn result in violent political expression including conflict. Yet, water crises do not unfold in
isolation; they interact with dynamic antecedent social, economic and political processes of any society. This
is particularly relevant within the context of cities that represent complex adaptive systems. Relational
approaches may be better suited to make sense of these interactions (Tilly 2001). Through identifying
mechanisms at individual and group level, scholarship suggests that we may be able to open the black box
of macro narratives (Hedstrom and Swedberg 1998). Thus, unless we develop granular explanations at
micro and meso levels, macro causal narratives are bound to miss key pieces of the puzzle.

Second, scarcity (water in this case) is understood in terms of natural depletion of resources. Yet,
scarcity is not natural as much as produced through economic, social, and political decisions over time.
Unless we expand the concept of scarcity to include the architecture of pre-existing entitlements in a society
(Adger and Kelly 1999), we may miss the topography of inequality shaped by historical legacies, ethnic,
racial, class, gender, religion or other identities (Heynen, Kaika, and Swyngedouw 2006b; Zimmer 2010).
This conceptualization of scarcity as a constructed phenomenon animates discussions with questions about
distribution of resources, alerting us to the politics of who gets what and why as well as to the role of
governments, processes of capital formation, and contextual details of a society.

The third issue is about management of resources. It is argued that poor performance of government
institutions results in inefficient and inequitable distribution of resources. This conceptualization in turn
creates space for a debate on public versus private management of sources. Privatization of water delivery
is a notable example. While many criticize this formulation, citing it as an apolitical and techno-managerial
approach to questions that are intrinsically political, i.e., who gets what and why, the problem is not only that
political questions are brushed aside in this reasoning. Based on normative discussions of rational-legal
orders and traditional roles associated with formal governments, this narrative is generally understood as the
divide between failures of public institutions that could be addressed with private solutions. Yet, public-
private binaries are inadequate in explaining historical details of state formation in the Global South where
experiences of rule were different from those in the West (Gupta 1995). In many cities in the Global South,
informality, understood as existing in relation to the state and as an urban planning logic (Roy 2009b) brings
politics back in discussions. Drawing on postcolonial scholarship, informality also provides a lens to map

players who traverse porous boundaries between the public and private realms. Be they informal sovereigns
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(Hansen 2005) or violent entrepreneurs (Volkov 2002), these players need to be understood in relation to
their relationships with those in the legal realm.

The fourth issue is about the scarcity-conflict equation. Premised on theories of civil conflict, linking
water scarcity to conflict is a challenging enterprise when explored in the context of cities. Since some cities
have histories of criminal and political entrepreneurs employing violence as a regulatory mechanism integral
to dynamics of governance and politics (Arias and Goldstein 2010; Davis 2010b), disentangling adverse
effects of scarcity to expressions of social and political unrest including conflict is fraught with
methodological challenges. Inequality may also be entrenched in societies. Grievances simmer among
disenfranchised groups but may not result in social unrest. At the same time, access to basic services is not
always ensured by the state. Underprivileged sections of society make claims to secure access to basic
services through everyday practices, such as reaching out to political or community leaders for assistance or
visiting a government office (Kruks-Wisner 2018). These quotidian acts are essential to understanding
everyday living at the grassroots (Scott 1985; Bayat 2000; Graham and MacFarlane 2015; Ranganathan
2013; Streule et al. 2020; Simone 2005). It is in these seemingly mundane acts and interactions among
groups and individuals that we may trace if social boundaries are changing (Tilly 2004), bringing coalitions
of disenfranchised groups together to learn from each other to, say, get access to water, or to organize ways
for expressions of contention. This focus on everyday acts of claim-making allows for conceptualizing
scarcity as not leading to conflict but potentially leading to a spectrum of contention (McAdam, Tarrow, and
Tilly 1996). As social movement scholars suggest (McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 2001), expressions of
contention, ranging from social movements to strike waves and more ‘result from similar mechanisms and
processes. . .[ W]e can learn more about all of them by comparing their dynamics than by looking at each on
itsown.” This relational understanding provides a window in human responses and interactions at the micro
and meso levels that in turn determine macro-outcomes including social and political expressions.

This paper addresses these concerns. It makes the case for shifting the focus from whether water crises
can lead to social and political unrest in cities to understanding ground realities as they relate to access and
provision of water to local populations. It is in these spaces that ordinary people are making claims as they
seek basic amenities such as water, as well as where multiple players contribute to providing access. These
relational interactions are not only the site of everyday politics and governance, but they are also where social
boundaries among social groups are ever-changing (Tilly 2004). By developing limited explanations
(Hedstrom and Swedberg 1998), this mechanism-based approach allows for keeping the diversity of
contexts as they relate to societies and cities where outcomes may vary depending on the concatenation of
mechanisms (McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 1996, 2001).

Based on the case study of Metro Manila and wider scholarship, this paper develops these ideas in
more detail. Analysis is based on primary data that was collected during fieldwork in 2019 and 2020 and

includes focus group discussions with urban poor communities and NGO members (n=8), a survey of urban
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poor households (n=800), and semi-structured interviews of private water providers including water
syndicates, NGO members, community organizers, academics, and government officials at varying levels
(n=60). With data collection and analysis still ongoing, this document lives up to its classification as a
working paper.

The remaining paper is organized as follows. The first section presents a brief discussion of literature
followed by the proposed approach in the second section. The third section lays out analysis from the case

study. The fourth section presents the conclusion.

1. Discussions in Literature: A Brief Review

Thinking about the social and political consequences of water crises in cities in the Global South is
not a straightforward affair. For one, it is premised on the assumption that scarcity is an external stressor
iImpinging on an otherwise steady, if not abundant supply of water. In many cities, however, access to water
is scarce even during ‘normal’ times. In fact, not having access may be a default scenario for marginalized
populations. And yet, water crises resulting from climate-related risks present a serious concern (McDonald
et al. 2014; Desbureaux and Rodella 2018). Since the question cuts across thematic boundaries, | draw on
multiple literatures for a brief review along three distinct intellectual terrains, namely, producing scarcity,
governing scarcity, and the scarcity-conflict equation.

1-1. Producing Scarcity

Discussions on scarcity can be divided into political and apolitical approaches (Robbins 2011).
Political ecological perspectives represent political approaches. Drawing on the concept of social-ecological
systems (SESs), which suggests that social and natural systems are tightly coupled (Ostrom 2009), political
ecological perspectives highlight the centrality of power in bearing significant effects on SESs and their
outcomes (Epstein et al. 2014). That is, ecological conditions are shaped by political processes benefiting
few at the cost of the many. This distribution sharpens pre-existing inequalities or creates new ones
highlighting unequal entitlements in society (Adger and Kelly 1999; Sen 1981; Ribot 2010).

On the other hand, apolitical approaches conceptualize scarcity through a nature-society dichotomy.
As human populations grow, their increasing consumption leads to environmental scarcity and degradation
beyond renewal (Malthus 1992; Ehrlich 1968; Hardin 1968; Meadows et al. 1972). Based on this premise,
the predicament is dire in developing countries that have growing populations and scarce environmental
goods. Similar thinking is at work in studies on cities in the Global South where increasing populations and
resultant increased energy consumption and challenges for infrastructure and governance etc. are viewed

with concern for sustainable development and environmental resources. This argument is countered by
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reasoning that market dynamics may manage growing consumption patterns, or that, societies may manage
finite resources by better financial management and technological advancement (Robbins 2011). Ostrom’s
work is groundbreaking in this regard as not only does she challenge the Tragedy of the Commons argument,
but she also questions the nature-society dichotomy. Embedding her work in SESs, in which interaction
between the two triggers ‘feedback loops, abrupt change, turbulence, and increased exposure to new types
of risk” (Reyers etal. 2018). Ostrom (2009) suggests that collective responses could lead to resilient systems.
In other words, even in places that are considered underdeveloped, people may find ways to work together
in managing common resources without central authority.

While Ostrom and others counter the argument of the Tragedy of the Commons effectively (Ostrom,
Walker, and Gardner 1992; Ostrom 1993, 2009; Feeny et al. 1990; Hanna, Folke, and Maler 1996), politics
loses centrality in environmental commons debates. Some argue that the seemingly analytical objectivity of
the ‘overpopulation’ argument distracts from the real concern of social inequity through maldistribution of
resources between developed and developing countries (Harvey 1974; Smith 1984). Others go as far as to
say that ignoring appropriation of communal capital from local societies and into the hands of local and
foreign elites places the burden of sustainability at the doors of the dispossessed (Muldavin 1996; Robbins
2011).

Bringing these concerns to cities, Urban Political Ecology (UPE) investigates ‘who produces what
...for whom’ (Heynen, Kaika, and Swyngedouw 2006b). In this approach, there is nothing unnatural about
cities (Harvey 1996); in fact, the urban illustrates social ecological relations through mobilization of market-
driven processes, linking the local to global social-ecological relations (Harvey 1996; Merrifield 2002,
Heynen, Kaika, and Swyngedouw 2006a). When it comes to urbanization, the common point of UPE with
apolitical approaches is that both perceive it as indicative of increasing consumption and environmental
challenges. However, while apolitical approaches identify increasing populations and consumption as the
problem, UPE presents a different understanding in two distinct ways. One, the modern city is
conceptualized as a ‘hybrid’ or ‘cyborg’ with fusion of nature and society ( Latour 2004; Gandy 2005;
Swyngedouw 2006). This perspective turns the concept of urbanizing nature through technical and
engineering solutions on its head, instead pointing out how nature is part of social and political processes
(Swyngedouw 2006). Two, UPE places the blame squarely on capital accumulation, which turns the city
into ‘a metabolic socio-environmental process that stretches from the immediate environment to the
remotest corners of the globe’ (Heynen et al. 2006, p.5). UPE thus politicizes socio-ecological processes
employed in the service of capitalist flows by raising the question ‘why are “things as such” produced in the
way they are—and to whose potential benefit’ (Kirsch and Mitchell 2004). From this vantage point, water
helps ‘narrate [the] many interrelated tales of the city: the story of its people, and the socio-ecological

processes that produce the urban and its spaces of privilege and exclusion” (Swyngedouw 1996). In this
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conceptualization, water scarcity is not as much about natural depletion of resources as providing a window
in “power geometries” (Swyngedouw 2006).

Although UPE scholarship has blazed new pathways through its contributions, it faces conceptual
and methodological challenges (Zimmer 2010; Heynen 2014, 2015). For one, urban processes are explained
through a Euro-centric lens, leaving limited space for readings of other cities in non-Western contexts. Itis
in these regions that cities are growing rapidly, and environmental challenges are adding up, thus meriting
more focus (Myers 2008). This is not to question the generalizability of concepts as much as point out that
varying historical, material, cultural, societal, and political (among others) contexts may contribute to new
epistemologies situated in time and space (Robinson 2002; Roy 2009a). Scholarship from cities in the
Global South attests to this reasoning in multiple ways. For instance, employing infrastructure—an
important lens in the UPE literature, is challenging when it comes to making sense of realities in Lagos and
other cities in the Global South as in many of these places, infrastructure never constituted the experience of
the majority (Gandy 2005). Similarly, in many postcolonial cities, urban spaces were partitioned for use of
the colonizers and the colonized, leading to different cityscapes within a city. In some if not many places,
these patterns have persisted over time. Cities in the Global South thus offer rich examples of “a plurality of
Political Ecologies’ existing parallel to each other (Zimmer 2010, p.350).

Moreover, despite that UPE draws on poststructural approaches (Castree 2001; Demeritt 2001;
Latour 2004; Escobar 1996; Heynen 2014), the foundational understanding of capital accumulation remains
sacrosanct (Lawhon, Emstson, and Silver 2014; Castree and MacMillan 2001). Scholarship from cities in
the Global South, however, suggests that while capitalism is important, it is not the only source of power.
Building on scholarship on cities in Africa (Simone 2004; Myers 2008; Pieterse 2008) as well as feminist,
postcolonial and poststructuralist theories, Lawhon et al. (2014) propose developing a ‘situated UPE’. The
concept expands understanding of power from class relations to ‘other forms of identity (such as race and
gender), discursive power and knowledge claims’, and explains it as ‘residing nowhere but enacted
everywhere’ (Lawhon, Ernstson, and Silver 2014).

Building on this critique is the point that, within discussions of processes of capital accumulation in
UPE, human beings are considered mainly as bearer of labor power. Yet, human beings also have the
capacity to enact other ways of being in the world (Gidwani 2004). This approach is in line with urban theory
in general in which Marxist analysis of accumulation is a dominant narrative, but, which in applying
wholesale for universal accounts of urbanization may overlook themes of ‘political struggle and subject
making through which space is lived and negotiated’ (Roy 2009a, 2017). In other words, this narrow focus
may miss human agency, messy politics of everyday that defies categorization, and claim-making by
subaltern groups (Bayat 2000; Simone 2004; Holston 2008; Mbembe and Nuttal 2004; Appadurai 2001),
aswell as interests and power relations among different actors when it comes to understanding cities through
UPE (Zimmer 2010).
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1-2. Governing Scarcity

In apolitical readings of scarcity, mismanagement of resources is credited to poor performance of
governments, which in turn could be fixed by techno-managerial solutions. Emblematic of this reasoning,
good governance agendas as espoused by international institutions remain influential. They are based on
deep normative expectations associated with clear boundaries between public and private, legal and illegal,
and functions of government institutions (Johnston 2014; Migdal, Kohli, and Shue 1994). In many instances,
the charge of mismanagement of resources, corruption, lack of technical know-how etc. justified
privatization to achieve development objectives (Bakker 2008).

Adopting the ideal type of rational-legal state as the yardstick to evaluate processes in other parts of
the world bears far-reaching consequences. An obvious one is that places falling short of these standards
may be deemed as failed or ‘fragile’ states (or, cities), necessitating interventions including privatization. In
the case of water provision, it is the foundation upon which conventional explanations of public, private and
corporate water providers rests. Yet, these terms hardly capture the complicated nature of ground realities of
water provision in many countries. For instance, the term ‘corporate’ refers not only to the private sector but
also to government suppliers who may be organized in formal management hierarchies (Bakker 2010).
Similarly, “private’ provision also includes unregulated small-scale water providers who work alongside
community organizations, which could be nongovernmental and not-for-profit (ibid, p.25).

Scholarship, however, points out the contested nature of the notions of ‘public’ and ‘private’ realms.
In European experiences of state formation, boundaries between public-private and state-society sharpened
over time (Johnston 2014). Emblematic of a rational-legal order, the state and its institutions represented a
cohesive whole. Yet, in non-Western contexts, in particular in postcolonial states ( Gupta 1995; Hansen
2005; Lund 2006; Olivier de Sardan 2008; Arias 2017), scholarship suggests the disaggregated nature of the
state. These readings curb the impulse to accept the notions of ‘public’ and ‘private’ and ‘formal’ and
‘informal” as bounded categories like established truths. They suggest that acknowledging historical
differences is not questioning the normative ideals of legitimacy and accountability associated with the idea
of the state as much as to carve out space for other experiences (Roy 2009a; Comaroff and Comaroff 2012).
At a methodological level, the ideal type as envisioned by Weber was never intended to present definitive
blueprints of reality as much as outline mental maps to guide understanding of particular contexts (De Herdt
and Olivier de Sardan 2015; Jackson 2010). From this vantage point that emphasizes contextualizing
experiences of state formation as well as discursive constructions of the ideas of state, formal-informal, and
public-private realms (Gupta 1995), scholars highlight the negotiated nature of states (Mdiller 2012) as well
as the distributed nature of sovereign power among local forms of authority (Hansen 2005).

Thus, ground realities in many cities in the Global South where multiple players (including political
militias, criminal groups, violent entrepreneurs etc.) engaging in functions traditionally associated with a

cohesive state are not emblematic of failure of governments. Instead, this literature points out historical
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legacies of rule that have persisted over time, as well as the contested nature of informality and illegality that
exist in relation to formality and legality. Within the context of cities, urban informality presents a rich trove

of literature highlighting these tensions. Ranganathan (2016) writes,

While practitioner approaches have long equated informality with backwardness and
underdevelopment—a residual category that should eventually be eliminated through
formalization—critical approaches have pointed out the durability of informality, as well as its
inextricability with the formal sphere. In addition to being a survival strategy of the poor, informal
water practices include profitable enterprises enmeshed in the capitalist economy and the
discretionary practices of state-owned utilities and everyday state actors (Ahlers et al. 2014;
Ranganathan 2014a). Critical approaches have thus increasingly argued against seeing informality
as a stand-alone, homogenous “sector” separate from the formal and have instead suggested that it
is a highly internally differentiated mode of metropolitan governance (AlSayyad and Roy 2004;
Roy 2005, 2009). Moreover, recent empirical findings from around the world, including from the
Global North, have shown the state to be centrally implicated in the production and management of
informal urban water (e.g., Hossain 2011; Ranganathan and Balazs 2015) and urban informality
more generally (Devlin 2011; McFarlane 2012; Porter et al. 2011). Here, the state itself is itself
theorized as a flexible and, at times, informalized entity—one that manipulates the binaries of “legal”’

and “illegal” in order to prioritize certain interests and consolidate economic and social power.

Whether contested or consolidated, discussions about the nature of the state and its formation are
extremely important as they help in problematizing the notions of public and private, formal and informal,
and legal and illegal. For a political reading of scarcity, placing these literatures in conversation with debates
in (urban) political ecology may be worthwhile in at least two ways. One, in mapping topographies of
inequality and power, these contextualized discussions of governance, the state, different actors and their
relationships among each other as well as with ordinary people may highlight axes of identity around which
social groups may be marginalized. In addition to highlighting the role of capital accumulation processes
and class divisions, understanding fault lines crisscrossing societies may serve in some capacity. An
understanding at such a deep level may also provide an understanding of how the state, despite not being a
unified actor, may still be the final arbiter. From this vantage point, apolitical readings of scarcity fail to
capture the richness of local contexts while broadly generalizing conditions as emblematic of corrupt
backward cases. Two, a granular understanding of contexts provides the landscape in which ordinary people
make claims. It is these sites that are the arena of everyday strategies of survival and may differ from place

to place.
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1-3. Scarcity- Conflict Equation

Based on differing conceptualizations of production and governance of scarce resources, the scarcity-
conflict equation is fraught with challenges when it comes to urban contexts. Climate-related risks may
introduce disturbance in the coupled social and ecological systems, but how may they translate into social
and political expressions?

We may see glimmerings of the apolitical approach in scarcity-conflict debates that have identified
covariation between lack of access to resources and grievances leading to conflict (Homer-Dixon 1999;
Kahl 2006), or increasing populations in cities leading to severe challenges for governments resulting in
competition over resources. Considering diverse contexts of cities and regions as well as the complex nature
of conflict processes, there is little consensus on the form of such contentious futures (Mitlin 2018; Paller
2019). Moreover, the agenda put forth by the micro dynamics of conflict literature (Kalyvas, Shapiro, and
Masoud 2008) challenges the notion of conflicts resulting from large phenomena, including scarcity.
Similarly, scholarship on contentious politics suggests that conflicts do not unfold overnight—their
dynamics evolve over time and not always in a linear manner (Goldstone and McAdam 2001; McAdam,
Tarrow, and Tilly 1996, 2001; Tarrow 2007).

The challenge in mapping pathways of social and political unrest resulting from conditions of water
stresses is at least twofold. The first is methodological; separating the effects of potential stresses from extant
dynamics of criminal and political violence is a difficult task. In some cities in Latin America, for instance,
violence levels are comparable to war zones (Schultze-Kraft, Chinchilla, and Moriconi 2018), and yet, they
do not fall in the category of civil conflict since criminal actors perpetrating violence do not wish to
overthrow governments (Kalyvas 2015). This reasoning is countered by some who suggest that in cities in
Latin America experiencing intense criminal violence, the transnational drug trade has configured local
political economies. This could be deemed a ‘criminal insurgency’ that delegitimizes state institutions
through intense criminal violence perpetrated in service of economic control and autonomy over territory
(Grillo 2012; Schedler 2013). No-go zones, violent competition among crime groups, and violence against
policing efforts of state actors and spiraling of violence may lead to implosion of the state. Thus even though
armed actors do not challenge state authority, they hold the ‘potential to erode the state’s monopoly over the
means of coercion’ leading to ‘citizen dissatisfaction. ..fueling vicious cycle of security privatization and
government de-legitimization,’ laying the ‘groundwork for challenging the traditional functions, legitimacy,
coercive capacities, and territorial logic of the nation-state’ (Davis 2010a). To that extent, the result is
political even if the motives of actors are not so (Beall, Goodfellow, and Rodgers 2013). While insightful,
these arguments limit discussions to body counts.

Related to the first challenge is the second one. Even if scholarship may identify negative effects of
water crises on local populations, they may not always result in expressions of social and political unrest. In

many cities, water crises may be one among the many challenges for local populations. If cities experience
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high levels of violence and criminality and yet continue to survive, with the former becoming part of
governance and political orders (Mdiller 2012; Arias 2017; Schultze-Kraft 2019), it is difficult to prove that
a water crisis may tip the scales.

This conundrum is not unique. In debates farther away from these themes, scholars posed similar
questions when it came to inequality (Tilly 1998). Why does inequality persist in societies? Tilly suggests
that the challenge as well as the solution lies in methodological preferences. System theorists may look at
large structures while methodological individualists may look at individuals as the locus of explanation.
Along with many others, he argues for a relational approach that finds promise in analyzing interactions
among people. These ties and relations among social groups is the ‘central stuff of social life’ (Tilly 2002).

Based on this approach, a helpful approach could be to perceiving conflict as a spectrum, with non-
violent with expressions of unrest on the one hand, and full-blown violent forms of contention on the other.
McAdam et al. (1996, p. 27) argue that there are ‘continuities between movements . . . and revolutions’ and
that what path actors take is a matter of choosing ‘the most appropriate response to their resources, their
opportunities, and their constraints.” Goldstone (1998) points out that varied forms of contention such as
social movements, rebellions, revolutions, civil conflict, etc. originate from similar processes, but, depending
upon interaction with the state, evolve to different outcomes.

Contingent on specific contexts of a city, violent collective action may follow as pre-existing fault
lines are sharpened and (or) new ones created.

2. Proposed Argument

Situating it in the rich scholarship on UPE, postcolonial studies, urban informality, governance, and

relational approaches, the argument presented in this paper rests on the following postulates.

(i) 1 adopt a political-ecological understanding that questions the argument of scarcity of
resources in terms of absolute availability. Adopting this approach allows for paying attention to
social, economic and political decisions that result in (re) producing inequality of access. In a city,
this power may be viewed not only through divisions along class relations but also through race,
ethnicity or gender etc. (Lawhon, Ernston & Silver 2014, p.508). At the same time, | argue for
creating space for climate-related risks as well as urbanization in terms of migration to cities in
discussions on scarcity. As significant evidence indicates, the number of water-stressed cities is
increasing all over the world.

(@i)  Building on discussions about varied experiences of state-making in different parts of the

world, while focusing on contemporary realities that may be complex and emergent, | argue for
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adopting the analytical lens of governance to map the terrain of players involved in providing access
to basic services (water, in this instance). In its general understanding, governance refers to ‘modes
of coordinating social action in human society’ (Risse, Borzel ,and Draude 2018). Beyond the scope
of this paper to provide an in-depth discussion of this concept, | follow in the footsteps of scholarship
that calls for paying attention to players and processes beyond ‘pathologies of the state” (Mller
2018). Adopting this lens allows making sense of relations and interests of various players engaged
in dispensing services that may evade usual explanations. For instance, some of these players
traverse legal-illegal/public-private realms with ease as they inhabit both worlds, and in this sense
may be considered more ‘flexian” (Wedel 2004, 2005) than operators serving at the behest of
political patrons or having relations with government officials at varying levels. At the same time, |
draw on urban informality and postcolonial literature that alerts to the fragmented nature of the state
that has the power to operate in a state of exception (Roy 2005).

(i) largue for de-linking the scarcity-conflict argument to consider varying forms of political
expression that may or may not culminate into conflict. As scholars of conflict, social movements
and revolutions point out, these are not frequent occurrences and fester over a period of time before
turning into violent contention (McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 1996). Depleting water resources are
not adequate on their own to mobilize social and political groups along a society’s fault lines. This
approach broadens the spectrum of contention to include contentious competition over resources
(Paller 2019), tenuous equilibria in a society that may mask unrest, including exacerbating of
previous and new grievances (Hussain 2016), or even conflict. By no means, the only possibilities,
this premise widens the terrain to include violent and nonviolent forms of political expression that
may destabilize a political system.

Appended to this perspective and building on the conceptual work on struggles at the
grassroots of society, | suggest looking through the analytical lens of claim-making as it relates to
seeking access to basic services by ordinary citizens. Daily acts of claim-making at micro and meso
levels may include working with players like NGOs, visiting government offices etc. and may be
considered as ‘fundamental political acts through which citizens forge and navigate their
relationship to the state’(Kruks-Wisner 2018, p.4). It is here that social boundaries may expand to
bring coalitions of aggrieved together for social and political expressions or where social groups
may learn from each other (Tilly 2004).

Making sense of relations and interests of various players engaged in governance as well as the
ways people experience vulnerability and attempt to subvert it cracks the window open in
understanding the dynamics of power and everyday modes of resistance over time and space. Such
an approach may ‘not only bring about visible, material cities, but also different social constructions

and meanings of cities, or “invisible cities” (Zimmer 2010). It is here that existing concepts in
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multiple literatures may be placed in conversation to map the ways scarcity is experienced and
governed.

(iv) Lastly, I adopt mechanisms (Merton 1968; Elster 1989; Elster 1998; Mahoney 2001,
Hedstrom and Swedberg 1998) as the preferred explanatory strategy to develop limited
explanations of complex ground realities in cities. By mechanisms, | mean ‘delimited sorts of events
that change relations among specified sets of elements in identical or closely similar ways over a
variety of situations” (McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 2001, p.24).

3. Case Study (Metro Manila): Data and Analysis

3-1. Data Sources

Data sources for the case study include primary and secondary sources. Primary sources include focus
group discussions with urban poor communities, members of water cooperatives and NGO members (n=8),
and semi-structured interviews (n=60) with NGO members, academics, government officials at varying
levels and offices, community organizers, and water providers including those running syndicates and
members of water cooperatives. These interviews were carried out during fieldwork in 2019 and 2020 and
are still ongoing through social media platforms to collect more data.

In addition, through collaboration with two co-authors, a survey of urban poor households was
carried out (n=800). Carried out during the time of a pandemic (COVID-19) in 2020, the survey team
observed safety and health protocols set by the government of the Philippines. The sites of the survey were
as follows: Pasay City, Caloocan City, San Jose Del Monte City, Malabon City, and Quezon City. Six urban
communities living in these cities that are either a part of Metro Manila (itself comprising of 17 small cities)

or adjacent to Metro Manila formed the study population. The criteria of selecting communities were as

follows:
a. Urban poor households
b. Experiencing some form of water informality
C. Living in informal settlements/housing
d. Living infaround Metro Manila
e. Having access to communities through facilitation by community organizers and an

NGO?

!'Co-authors of the survey include Dr. Carmeli C. Chaves, Professor at the University of the Philippines (School of
Urban and Regional Planning) and the Institute of Popular Democracy (IPD), an NGO based in Metro Manila.
2 the Institute of Popular Democracy (IPD).
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f. The definition of ‘community’ in this survey was not derived from theory as much as by
the respondents and wider population of the communities themselves. In all instances, there
were organized home-member associations water cooperative, or community organizers
working on issues of importance to the communities.

g. At the request of respondents, the names of communities are not shared.

Systematic random sampling was carried out to prevent bias in data collection. The sampling frame
consisted of members of water cooperatives, identified by local community representatives working with
IPD in five communities, in addition to the communities in the community in Quezon city that were
identified by a local community organizer. Pilot tests were carried out in all communities one time to refine
the questionnaire. Enumerators chose pilot test interviewees who had the most knowledge of water issues
as well as were reliable and long standing members of the community. The survey questionnaire was
translated into Tagalog (from English), and survey responses were translated from Tagalog (to English).
Survey data analysis was done through Excel, SPSS, R, and NVivo. Analysis is in preliminary stages since
data collection was completed by end of January 2021.

3-2. Case Study: Metro Manila
In the course of fieldwork, | visited informal settlements in and around Metro Manila. Everywhere
I went, | asked, ‘Do you experience challenges in accessing water? If so, what are your coping strategies?’

‘Why is this important?” My friend, a bright-eyed young woman working for an NGO, asked me.
The directness of the question threw me off. | struggled to come up with equal acuity— ‘Because, | want to
map a ‘before’ picture of the conditions that people are living in before they experience scarcity.” My friend
was left unimpressed. ‘But they already experience scarcity! | can tell you this right now.’

She was right of course. The chances of someone not getting access to clean, affordable and regular
water for daily needs are higher if one is poor and living in an informal settlement in Metro Manila.

Yet in 2019, residents did experience a water crisis resulting from low water levels in Angat Dam,
the water reservoir catering to 96 percent of the population in Metro Manila. La Mesa Dam, which typically
covers the deficit failed to cover the gap in supply as well (Lee et al. 2020). Experts have long warned that
although water is abundant in the Philippines, it is approaching critical limits.2 Some credit it to poor water
management, rural-to-urban migration, and deteriorating ground and surface water (Pulhin et al. 2018).
Experts predict that by 2025, groundwater resources will be unable to meet the water needs of major cities
including Metro Manila (Pulhin et al. 2018).

3 Water scarcity in Manila may be masked by the downstream/upstream distribution of water. Angat Dam in the
Bulacan province serves most of the water needs of Metro Manila in addition to irrigation needs of farmlands in
Bulacan and Pampanga provinces. In times of low water levels, the needs of Metro Manila are prioritized over
farmers. In times when typhoons may raise water levels, water is released in farmlands causing flooding as happened
during the 2004 El Nino. (Hall, Abansi, and Lizada 2018).
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It was obvious to anyone that the water crisis in 2019 was bound to bear political effects. So, it was
with public hearings of top officials of the two private concessionaires, Maynilad and Manila Water, as well
as the government agency responsible for monitoring them, the Metropolitan Water Works and Sewerage
System (MWSS). The President weighed in as well with strong warnings to those responsible for managing
the water needs of the city.

Yet, not getting regular access to water is more of a ‘normal’ for many in informal settlements.
Understanding the nature of their plight or coping responses during this time cannot be explained without
taking in account scarcity produced and experienced in times of plenty.

3-3. (Produced Scarcity)
No money, no water.

We don’t have access to Water yet.

We can'’t afford to have water connection because we need to pay off our previous debt first.

—Open-ended responses in the survey

Contributing 52% of manufacturing (Migo et al. 2018), Metro Manila is home to at least 13 million
residents,* and among the most densely populated parts of the country. With its contribution to a third of the
GDP, it is an attractive destination for migrants and important to the economy and politics of the Philippines.
On paper, the majority of dwellers of Metro Manila have access to regular water. And yet, stepping out in
urban poor communities, whether within the hair breadth of the jurisdiction of Metro Manila or in the heart
of it, one is bound to notice multiple cityscapes. For the urban poor living in informal settlements or even in
resettlement sites, getting access to water in ‘non-crisis’ times IS not a guaranteed right.

This scarcity is not ‘natural’ as much as having been produced by political and economic decisions
over time. It has to be understood beyond privatization debates and further past in the history of the state in
which the poor were considered second class citizens. Magno and Parnell (2015) in their study of race, class
and rights from colonial to postcolonial times suggest that colonial modes of governance ‘racialized
Filipinos as underdeveloped and threatening’. While not much changed for the poor, the colonizers were
replaced by the elite in the postcolonial state. Other studies support this narrative of the poor as being
considered backward, even immoral, and a ‘different kind of people’ (Kusaka 2017; Garrido 2019). It is
within this broader understanding of rights as a citizen (or lack thereof) that we may understand that the

water infrastructure, inherited from the colonial times (Cuaresma 2006), did not serve the needs of the poor.
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Those living in low-income settlements and informal housing along garbage dumps, water ways and other
such available land were poorly served, if at all (Cheng 2014).

Devoid of this understanding of colonial legacies of rule and differentiated citizenship, it is easy to
lay the blame of the urban poor not getting access to water on account of corporate entities managing water
delivery.* In doing so, one may run the risk of falling in the same trope of good governance agendas that
reduce service delivery to apolitical and technical accounts. This was the premise of privatizing water
delivery in Metro Manila—to replace an inefficient institution that was unable to supply water to all residents
of Metro Manila and prevent pilferage resulting in revenue losses with efficient privatized supply to a
growing urban population (Dumol 2000). To increase coverage, both Manila Water and Maynilad
introduced pro-poor water schemes even in settlements where residents did not have a land title. While these
schemes have increased coverage to informal settlements, water costs are higher and have led to a
‘persistence of informality’ (Cheng 2014, p. 54).

Most of the urban poor remain outside the net of water availability that is affordable, clean, and regular.
For them, access to water is precarious even in times of abundance. Inequality of access is deeply connected
with housing and land markets. Private concessionaires responsible for water provision cannot lay down
infrastructure in informal settlements as they do not have, what people commonly refer to, as the ‘right of
way’—on contested land, laying down water pipes may formalize settlements by implication. Getting water
through informal means, residents of informal settlements are caught up in a state of impermanence. They
are in a continuous struggle against getting evicted as developers, often times working with powerful
families in government and business, claim space for development and commercial projects. On the other
hand, to secure votes, local politicians may support residents of informal settlements in their efforts against
eviction and moving to resettlement sites far from the city. Access to water for the urban poor, thus, is a
complicated issue, wound up in economic and political struggles over the city.

Survey results of the six communities, a combination of informal settlements and resettlement sites
illustrate vulnerability of the urban poor as it relates to paying more money as well as not being able to rely
on one source of water. The majority of respondents fall below the poverty standards as set by the national
census. Analysis suggests that they spend a significant percentage of their incomes, in many instances, daily

wage earnings, on purchasing water. These vulnerabilities deepened as a result of the 2019 water crisis.

3-4. (Governing Scarcity)

4 Water delivery was privatized in 1997 by transferring the responsibility from the Metropolitan Waterworks and
Sewerage System (MWSS), itself established only since 1971, to two private concessionaires, Manila Water Company
and Maynilad Water Services. The MWSS became a regulator of the state in the form of the Metropolitan Waterworks
and Sewerage System Regulator’s Office (MWSS-RO).
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If you have money, you can get a water connection. I know people who have direct water
connections, even though they live in the same informal settlement as me. You need to know a
person. There’s away to get it. And yet, I don 't have a legal connection and neither does my

community. Which law is applicable to us?!!

—Anna, a community organizer in one of the interviews

In a few words, Anna identified the layers of complexity involved in not only scarcity as experienced
during times of plenty, but also everyday living for the urban poor. Just as for many in countries in the Global
South, getting access to water is not guaranteed by the state. Let alone that water delivery has been privatized
in Metro Manila. Neither is access to housing ensured; the informal settlement that Anna calls home can be
sold by the landowner to a developer if the community fails to pay the asked price. The right to housing is
interwoven in the challenge to get access to water—since the land is not owned by the community, private
concessionaires responsible for provision fail to provide water. Enter the local syndicate, a specialist in
means of coercion, who sells water to a significant section of the community. Even within the informal
settlement, there are layers of difference among residents—only some get access to formal means of water.
Some of these formal sources are illegally tapped by the syndicate boss for his water business, implying their
complicity (voluntary or otherwise) in an illicit enterprise.

This complex terrain of governance is difficult to understand through the binaries of “public’ and
‘private’, and state and non-state categories. For instance, although the operations of the water syndicate in
Anna’s community are illegal, they engage residents of the community in a web of complicity. On days
when there may be visits of a government employee or an official from the private water concessionaire,
residents help the syndicate leader in concealing his operations through whatever is deemed necessary.
Disruption of his network would translate into disrupted access to water for the community. In his
conversation, the syndicate leader contended that if he did not provide water, they would not have water to
put out fires in the settlement.® This admission of power as well as the fact that exploitative as it seems, his
water operations enable residents to have access to water highlights the gritty realities of living in an informal

settlement.

5 The name has been changed as the community organizer did not wish to antagonize anyone including landowners,
government officials, or other local players in any way. This is not an isolated instance. Contexts in which urban poor
make claims are fraught with tensions.

¢ Fires in informal settlements may spread quickly and are an increasing phenomenon. See for instance, ‘Firefighting
in Manila’s Tinderbox Slums: A Picture Essay”, The Guardian, June 25,2018
<https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/jun/25/firefighting-in-manila-tinderbox-slums-a-picture-essay>
(accessed February 15, 2021).
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The water syndicate leader may be deemed a ‘private’ player who is carrying out ‘public’ functions
that are illegal. At the same time, Anna and her friends referred to the syndicate leader as a local tough guy,
an enforcer, a man who operated outside their zone of morality. He is one of the many water providers
operating in informal settlements to provide water to residents. His operations are easier to categorize as
illegal (tapping water mains of customers of a private concessionaire).

It may be difficult to categorize others as easily. For instance, tanker trucks may be sourcing water
from deep wells, which may be licensed through agreement with the National Water Revenue Board, the
national institution responsible for water sources of the entire country. Individual entrepreneurs may be
laying out water pipelines on riverbanks (deemed public land) to connect their pipeline network with water
mains of a private concessionaire. These players determine the price of water for residents, organize water
delivery as a business, may engage in violence over control of service areas,” as well as cut off supply of
water to those who cannot pay up the costs of purchasing water. As one of the water providers explained,

My boys keep an eye on residents of the community. We give them two warnings. If they do not pay
up, supply is cut off. If we see them drinking, supply is cut off. If they have money to spend on alcohol,
they have money to spend on water.

Water cooperatives or community-based organizations are another player that provide water to
communities through agreements with private concessionaires. While the latter help install bulk meters
outside of informal settlement, the water cooperatives are responsible for collection of payments from the
community. Other methods include individual meters along public roads and small communal taps where
one meter is shared by two to five households (Cheng 2014). Since the start-up costs of laying out water
network within the community are outsourced to communities, the price of water is higher for residents of
informal settlements, even though the source of the water is a private concessionaire. In case of delayed or
non-payments, water supply may be cut off for members. As a result, some may seek recourse through other
water sources including refilling stations, deep wells, tanker trucks etc.

These players are left to deal with challenges associated with water provision as well as tensions
within the community on their own. Resolution mechanisms vary from one player to the next, depending
on the nature of their operations. While a water cooperative, for instance, may seek consensus among its
members, an individual entrepreneur may unilaterally make decisions. For instance, one provider recounted
extending his business in a Muslim neighborhood by getting the approval of the religious leader in the local
mosque as Well as providing a share of the revenue from the water business to the local strongman. Similarly,

he regularly bribed local police officials and a low-level employee of one of the concessionaires for receiving

7 Based on interviews. Syndicates in one of the cities were killing each other over water service areas.
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information necessary for running of day-to-day activities. By no means capturing the complete range of

players involved in water provision in informal communities, Figure 1 illustrates a slice of this complexity.

Figure 1: Different Types of Water Providers®
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Navigating this terrain, where there are many influencers® including baranguay officials, police,

politicians, local strongmen, community leaders, NGOs, developers, and corporate interests, is not possible

without collaborations. As an informal water provider and community leader explained, ‘whoever controls

8 Based on interviews and focus group discussions.

° A term used by a small scale water provider operating in rural areas in the Philippines. He noted that while there are
few palms to grease in rural areas, in the cities, there are multiple and overlying authorities, or influencers.
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water controls politics.” With their deep networks in communities, water providers may be perceived by
politicians as competition or a valuable resource for ensuring votes (Chng 2012).2° Similarly, enforcers in a
community may also play a role in securing votes for a particular politician by aiding the working of water
providers. These enforcers may prevent evictions as they have connections with the local police. Water
serves as a site of social, economic and political struggles.

Going beyond the pathologies of the state as envisaged through the lens of the state as a consolidated
actor allows for mapping this wide landscape of governance. The categories of public/private and
legal/illegal are not adequate in explaining a kind of “dirty togetherness’ (Wedel 2003) needed to navigate
these almost invisible cityscapes. It is in the activities of these players that the porosity of legality and
illegality, and public and private realms is highlighted. As an interviewee explained,

People like this exist all around. The distance is so small between us that we all are living in the
same ecosystem.

One could argue that these players do not only fill the gaps left by the working of state institutions,
but their very activities are also made possible in the context of the political economy of Metro Manila where
informal settlements, class-based divisions reinforced by historical legacies and subsequent government
policies, and privatization of water are intersecting to produce conditions of extreme vulnerability for urban
poor. Often elided in the analysis of good governance as well as in the ideal type of free market and perfect
competition, these asymmetries of power shape the broader contexts (social, institutional, political,
economic, cultural etc.) in which legal and illegal activities unfold, and where players may traverse porous
boundaries (normative and otherwise) between legality and illegality. From this vantage point, they could
be deemed as sources and modes of governance (Muller 2018), as well as provide a political reading of

inequalities, winners and losers, and power of players in relation to others (Robbins 2011).

3-5. Making Claims: Experiencing Scarcity
We can only rely on ourselves.

(Politicians) always promise. Life can only change if a person really works hard.

We are just instruments to be used in elections. They don’t care about us.

—Open-ended responses in the survey

What do you do in these circumstances?

10 Based on interviews.
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Magtiis... We endure because we must. We maintain good relations with everyone, from the owner of this
land, the syndicate that provides water, the barangay captain, the politicians, and anyone else who is

involved.

—Anna, a community organizer in one of the interviews

What can one do in such conditions? Magtiis, Anna says—what can one do but endure suffering. Yet,
enduring hardship does not suggest accepting one’s fate as a necessary human condition. Anna points out
the importance of establishing relationships with key players to pursue one’s goals, including buying the
land from the developer so that she can keep living in the area that houses the community. Anna and
members of the community are making claims in their pursuit of basic services that, ideally, ought to be
provided by the state. They are also organizing through interactions amongst themselves and other players
in the licit and the illicit realm.

While presenting a detailed literature review exceeds the scope of this section, three themes stand out

as based on evidence from the field that find support in extant scholarship.
The first has to do with making claims on the state by seeking access to basic services through a range of
actions, from working with an NGO to going to the government office to enrolling in a training by a
government agency. These actions may be considered as ‘fundamental political acts through which citizens
forge and navigate their relationship to the state’ (Kruks-Wisner 2018, p.5) As the preceding sections
establish, getting access to water is neither ensured by the state nor by private concessionaires. In this terrain
of uncertainty, the urban poor have to rely on their efforts. Through interactions with players engaging in
governance including water providers, NGOs, as well as government officials at varying levels, people learn
by developing a ‘feel for the game’ (Bourdieu 1990, p.66). Through observation, experience and shared
understanding, they develop repertoires of grounded knowledge that helps in navigating uncertainty in daily
life.

The second has to do with organizing of communities through canvassing residents for a cause that
addresses their interests. In the case of seeking access to water, it was in the form of water cooperatives,
which are community-based organizations. Comprising of members from a community, water cooperatives
manage the water commons, reflective of Ostrom’s model of self-organized groups managing a common
resource. It is a difficult endeavor, beset with challenges of all kinds—from politicians attempting coercion
and intimidation and seeking support to antagonism within the community. Organizing a community is hard
work.!! Acquired knowledge of the nature of challenges as well as strategies to overcome them may be

shared, bringing together members of previously separate communities together (Tilly 2004).

11 Based on interviews.
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The third theme has to do with the fact that claim-making, be it through organizing communities or
interactions in everyday life, presents a site to map changes in social boundaries. Tracing interactions among
urban poor groups as well as with the diverse range of players involved in governance may provide for a
dynamic reading of social and political relations.

4. Conclusion

This working paper makes the case for tracing changes in social and political boundaries through a
relational lens. By paying attention to sites of everyday claim-making as well as mapping the complexity of
water provision through a multitude of players, we may understand the nature of scarcity experienced in
seeming abundance by urban poor communities. Such granular explanations may be helpful in addressing
the broader concern of whether and how water crises may contribute to expressions of social and political
unrest.
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