
Megacity Manila

I've never like Manila. With a population over 24th million, one of the world’s biggest megacities, it is ugly polluted 
and dirty. Bombed twice in WW2, first by the Japanese, then flattened by the Americans its historical context has 
been erased. We never saw the local markets, crumbling buildings, temples and shrines that are everywhere in other 
Asian cities. It’s exponential growth since the war has produced an environment that cares nothing for the countless 
poor struggling to survive on its streets, it lacks the most basic infrastructure, it’s heart is missing. Cited as the most 
densely populated city on earth (dwarfing that of its nearest rivals, Kolkata and Mumbai), Waze has also recorded 
Manila as the city with the worst traffic worldwide, and it shows.

There are shopping malls though. Lots.

As we travelled by bus to the coast en route to Puerto Galera, these are the thoughts and images stuck in my brain 
after three days in the city... 

 A heavily pregnant women, poor and exhausted, lying on the street, fanning herself with cardboard;
 A 5 year old boy asleep on pavement in the middle of the day with no adult nearby;
 Walking through dark streets in the middle of Manila, with the pavement in chaos – holes, shit, dumped 

garbage, lumps of concrete, always worried you might step on a human sleeping;
 Neon nightclubs with immaculate greeters and security, keeping the pavement and entrance clear of the 

poor. Apart from these men and women the only things immaculate are the churches and the malls;
 Tiny cycle rickshaws, 30 parked for every one moving;
 All on line reviews for places to eat mention parking. Traffic at night barely moves but no-one wants to get 

out of their chrome 4WD and walk;
 Dark nightime side street with adults standing around a window looking in at a TV in a room while others 

slept on the ground and children played in puddles in the reflected light and TV soundtrack of gunshots and 
explosions;

 1 meter drain pipe, with a curtain one end and feet sticking out the other;
 Early morning, it's like the dead are rising, standing up from every nook and cranny in the ‘flower beds’ long 

since empty of flowers;
 Big old American males with Hawaiian shirts that don’t cover their gut. One holding hands with a girl, I find 

myself hoping it’s his daughter;
 An angry white man holding the face of a woman in red dress, in the street, early morning;

Of course there will be people who love the place, warts and all. The wealthy and the expats will have a comfortable 
life in their gated communities avoiding the harsh poverty of streetlife, nimbly stepping over the reality beneath 
them, moving from shopping mall  nightclub with tinted windows inbetween. 

For me, goodbye Manila, the Philippines has so much more.


