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This study seeks to understand the internal structure of the City of Manila – a highly 

urbanised city in the westernmost region of Metropolitan Manila, the Philippines, and 

often considered one of the densest cities in the world.

It analyses the social, economic and spatial structures of the city to consider emerging patterns of neighbourhood 
distribution and key challenges for the development of sustainable neighbourhoods.

KEY FINDINGS
n The City of Manila is an example of a persistently expanding historic city that has seen continuous population 

growth in recent decades.

n Manila’s land cover consists of almost entirely built-up areas, with vertical and interstitial expansion 
transitioning to land reclamation.

n Neighbourhoods of varying types, intensities and wide socioeconomic groups can be found in all districts of the 
city. Unconventional living quarters have existed for several years, including dwellings in abandoned ancestral 
buildings, old cinemas and a public cemetery.

n Proximity to places of work and access to urban services are among the primary drivers of the settlement 
pattern in Manila. Its centrality, however, does not guarantee that quality and adequate social services are 
extended to residents, especially among lower-income neighbourhoods.

n Barangays – the smallest political and administrative unit in the Philippines – tend not to completely capture 
the nuances, functionalities and even boundaries of neighbourhoods (kapitbahayan) in Manila. A new way 
of approaching kapitbahayan based on ‘lived understanding’ of neighbourhoods can shed light on the 
attainment of good health, quality education and sustainable living for the population of Manila.
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About the study
This study1 combines quantitative and qualitative approaches to understand the 

internal structure of the City of Manila, including demographic changes, key trends in 

health and education outcomes, and shifts in land cover over time.

With 896 barangays, the city is the historic and current capital of the Philippines located in the westernmost portion 
of the Metropolitan Manila region. Manila was a bustling Southeast Asian trading port prior to Spanish colonisation 
in 1571 and in 1901 was declared a chartered city under Act 183 of the Philippine Commission. Today, the City of 
Manila is highly urbanised with a population of 1.7 million and a land area of 24.98 km2. It has a population density 
of 71,000 inhabitants per km2, making it among the most densely populated cities in the world.

To understand Manila’s internal structure at a city level, the study has used official national and local government 
reports as well as land-cover change and land-cover maps generated by comparing satellite images from 
different years. At the ward level, a combination of document analysis and participatory workshops have been 
undertaken to geographically define wards. The working definition of a ward has been established from existing 
administrative districts of the city, with several adjustments made based on the workshops to reflect recent urban 
transformations. The concentration and evenness of the population at ward level have been measured through 
hotspot analysis and a multi-group dissimilarity index.

At the neighbourhood level, residential areas have been classified through analysis of official land-use documents, 
participatory mapping, a virtual audit using Google Street View, and participatory workshops with city 
government officials and select stakeholders. The concept of a ‘neighbourhood’ is based on various factors and 
is not limited to the physical territory of a barangay. Walking interviews, photo-elicitation, focus group discussions 
and a neighbourhood audit have also been conducted to assess how neighbourhood units and their respective 
socio-spatial profiles relate to the attainment of better health, education and sustainable living.

Research results
Demographic changes and distribution

The City of Manila is infamous for overcrowding and population density.

In 2015, the city had more than 1.78 million inhabitants, the second largest population in the country. Manila’s 
population density also reached more than 71,000 inhabitants per km2 that year, which is about 200 times the 
national population density for the Philippines. Yet, even with a staggering population, Manila continues to grow.

These demographic trends can be attributed largely to internal migration. Over the last two decades, a 
considerable share of Manila’s residents lived in localities outside the city, with some residents tracing their roots 
to various ethno-linguistic groups from provinces in northern Luzon, Visayas and Mindanao. Employment, social 
services and the living environment are said to be among the more common pull factors for subsequent internal 
migration into the city.

Land cover changes and urban sprawl

Manila’s land cover consists almost entirely of built-up areas.

Settlements, commercial establishments, government buildings, public monuments and road networks – among 
other man-made infrastructure – have dominated the city’s landscape for many years. In 1990, more than 75% of 
Manila’s total land cover already comprised built-up areas and our analysis shows that this grew by a further 18% 
over the 25 years that followed. Urban growth has occurred both formally and informally through extension and infill, 
through major reclamations along Manila Bay, and through intensive developments within existing urban areas.

Clearly this growth has taken its toll on Manila’s green spaces and waterways, which have both dwindled by a 
sustained margin since 1990. Green spaces suffered a decrease in land cover of almost 48% from 1990 to 2015, 
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while networks of estuaries and creeks declined by almost 71%. Encouragingly, the city and village governments 
have lodged efforts to address these issues, such as regular clean-ups of waterways and by institutionalising the 
preservation of its remaining forests and parks.

Socio-spatial differentiation, segregation and spatial inequality

Proximity to workplaces and sources of informal trade largely influence Manila’s 

population hotspots.

Between 1990 and 2015, the Tondo I and Port Area districts continually recorded very high population densities – 
interstices of port and harbour facilities and staging areas of metropolitan waste disposal often host these densely 
populated settlements. Compared with the rest of the city, Manila’s north eastern boundary (particularly the districts 
of Sampaloc and parts of Santa Cruz) has remained sparsely populated. Distance from the port, previously restrictive 
zoning regulations and traditional suburban profiles have likely contributed to this less intensive development.

Measures of segregation suggest that Manila has an evenly distributed population. In the last decade, its 
dissimilarity indices for ethnicity and religion have ranged between low to moderate levels of segregation. A 
few barangays have retained residential segregation, however. Communities of Muslims, Maranao and Chinese 
people, among others, have maintained largely monocultural neighbourhoods in the districts of Quiapo and San 
Nicolas, San Miguel, and Binondo.

Neighbourhood types and their distribution

Manila’s neighbourhoods span a wide socio-spatial spectrum. It has at least 23 

neighbourhood types, each demonstrating the city’s functions, diversity, stratification 

and heritage (see separate map of Manila).

In broad terms, Manila is a story of glaring contrasts with affluent 
communities and decrepit slums, and an expansive middle-class in between.

The city has luxurious gated subdivisions and high-rise condominium developments, alongside unplanned urban 
villages, dense formal settlements and urban slums. Parts of the city contain business-oriented residences, student 
dormitories, monocultural enclaves, converted ancestral houses and employee housing of traditional industrial 
facilities. In some cases, unconventional living quarters (such as former cinemas and a public cemetery) have 
sheltered Manila’s residents. In terms of land area, the general residential areas – settlements with low-to-medium 
density houses criss-crossed by barangay roads in a grid pattern that accommodate mainly the middle class – 
have the largest share.

In broad terms, Manila is a story of glaring contrasts with affluent communities and decrepit slums, and an 
expansive middle-class in between. Four neighbourhood segments have emerged under these conditions, 
namely: high-income, middle-income, low-income and urban slums.

High-income neighbourhoods are best represented by residential subdivisions and high-rise luxury condominiums. 
As planned developments, they often have clearly delineated streets, largely spaced dwellings and well-
maintained networks of green spaces. These neighbourhoods appear to be insulated from the brunt of 
urbanisation that has plagued the rest of the city.

Middle-income neighbourhoods encompass the medium-density housing settlements and unplanned urban 
villages. They are often found in busy compact cores, sitting near retail and service establishments, bringing urban 
conveniences to residents within walking distance. Although these are not planned at the site level, they feature 
homes that are well spaced out with clear alleys and footpaths and grid street patterns. In terms of land area, the 
middle-income neighbourhoods account for the highest share in Manila’s residential areas.
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Lower-income neighbourhoods, meanwhile, are often formal settlements (in the sense that dwellings are built 
with lot-owners’ consent) that are tightly packed but with better living conditions and delineation than urban 
slums. Homes are confined to small lots, which force households to implement piecemeal improvements vertically. 
These neighbourhoods tend to be close to employment hubs, just a few blocks from metropolitan marketplaces, 
government buildings, transportation routes or industrial facilities. While lower-income neighbourhoods fill a 
relatively small share of the city’s land area, they accommodate a large share of the city’s population.

Finally, urban slums are highly dense, informal settlements that are often found in government properties or on 
idle private lands. They are typically in the interstices of port and harbour facilities, railway lines or even public 
cemeteries. The dwelling units are clearly unfit for human habitation and households are often confronted with 
clearing operations by the government or eviction threats by property owners.

Neighbourhood inequalities

The varied mix of neighbourhoods suggests a well-integrated and diverse city.

Interestingly, it is the less affluent barangays that demonstrate a strong sense 
of ‘neighbourliness’, however. Social ties are palpable among the lower-
income neighbourhoods, that are seen not just as mere places of residence 
but more a source of residential identity. 

But the enormous gaps in living conditions reveal glaring inequalities. The wealthiest neighbourhoods have well-
maintained streetscapes and green spaces and enjoy enormous habitable spaces per capita. They have choices 
in terms of health and education services, access the highest-quality social services, and enjoy reliable and well-
designed utilities and infrastructure. The poorer neighbourhoods, on the other hand, are deprived of even the most 
essential utilities and make do with barely liveable dwelling units. Lower-income and urban slum neighbourhoods 
rely on overburdened public health and education services and are typically left to their own devices in accessing 
basic utilities and infrastructure.

Interestingly, it is the less affluent barangays that demonstrate a strong sense of ‘neighbourliness’, however. 
Social ties are palpable among the lower-income neighbourhoods, that are seen not just as mere places of 
residence but more a source of residential identity. These soft, internal structures indicate a kind of neighbourhood 
sustainability that ranks highest in terms of social pillars.

Way forward
Ensuring sustainability and inclusiveness in an overburdened and highly diverse city 

such as Manila requires a whole-of-society effort that transcends traditional spatial 

boundaries, customary evidence-gathering methodologies and token engagement 

processes.

Governance players – from the city down to the neighbourhood level – must function and collaborate across 
sectors to ensure that interventions work towards a shared goal and remain locally responsive. But essential to this 
is the empowerment and strengthening of neighbourhood units where direct contact with residents takes place. 
Employing this level of granularity harnesses the lived experiences of communities and enables a more accurate 
understanding of the conditions and aspirations within each area.

It cannot be stressed enough that sustainability and inclusiveness can only be attained when development is seen 
as a shared responsibility, with co-creation and partnerships among all players, across scales and sectors. However, 
the residents of a city need to chart the course for development initiatives, to transform their neighbourhood and, 
ultimately, the city.
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About Us
SHLC aims to strengthen capacity to address 
urban, health and education challenges in 
fast growing cities across Africa and Asia. 
SHLC is an international consortium of nine 
research partners, as follows: University of 
Glasgow, Human Sciences Research Council, 
Khulna University, Nankai University, National 
Institute of Urban Affairs, University of the 
Philippines Diliman, University of Rwanda and 
the University of Witwatersrand.

1 This paper summarises key findings of a report on the city 
as part of an international comparative study coordinated 
by the Centre for Sustainable, Healthy and Learning Cities 
and Neighbourhoods (SHLC). The wider study examines 
urbanisation and sustainable development in 14 cities 
in Africa and Asia and this part explores patterns of 
neighbourhood distribution and changing socio-spatial 
structures in response to recent urban expansion and 
migration. Geographic information system (GIS) data and 
remote sensing image analysis have been used to explore 
land-use changes and urban sprawl at city level and official 
statistics such as the population census and other secondary 
data have been used to map internal structural changes.

2 Data on population and land area are based on the 2015 
Census of Population (POPCEN) of the Philippine Statistics 
Authority (PSA) (https://psa.gov.ph/sites/default/files/
attachments/hsd/pressrelease/2015%20Population%20Density_
web.xlsx).
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