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Introduction

The ascension of the Southeast Asian megacity is a well-documented phenomenon.  Mega-urban regions like Metro Manila, Jakarta, and Bangkok have all doubled their populations in the past two decades, with greater Jakarta recently reaching a staggering 23 million people.  The social, political, economic, and environmental consequences of this growth will be many-fold.  I believe that to combat the challenges presented by this growth, municipal governments, an active civil society, and the private sector must work together to provide sound planning and policy initiatives.  This work can in turn lead to improvements in the quality of life of urban residents.  The potential for change and reform offered by these disparate groups is what I am most interested in studying. 

To approach this question I propose traveling to and studying the three distinct mega-cities I described above with the goal of understanding how urban transportation systems can be used as a tool to overcome congestion, decrease negative environmental externalities, and reduce barriers to social equity.  These three cities all provide unique contexts with which I can examine these question and will give me insights into how rapidly developing regions are attempting to deal with these complex issues. 

Bangkok

I already have a significant amount of experience working on urbanization and transportation processes in Bangkok and I intend to use this as a baseline with which I can compare and contrast what is happening in Manila and Jakarta.   I have built a considerable professional and scholarly network of people working on urban issues in the city but there is still room for more learning and outreach.  One important gap in my network that I intend to fill is a relationship with the large international organizations active in the city, such as the United Nations Economic and Social Commission for the Asia-Pacific (UNESCAP).  I would like to spend several weeks with UNESCAP to see how they are approaching the issues surrounding urbanization in Southeast Asia and how actively engaged they are with their hosts, the city of Bangkok.  

The private sector also plays a vital role in urban planning projects in Bangkok, most notably in the transportation infrastructure sector.  I intend to meet with several consulting firms in the city, including the firms TEAM GROUP and ARUP.  My work in the past has led me to conclude that the privatization of infrastructure projects has led to inequitable incomes and I’m eager to hear what the major consulting firms have to say about this.  APLP Generation Ten classmate, Rahul Shah, will provide important links into this private sector world.  

Manila
Similar to Bangkok, Manila has opened a new urban rail system within the past ten years and I am keen to study how this new transport system has fit into the fabric of the city.  I hope to talk with policy makers and urban strategists who brought this system to the city and how they see public transportation continuing to grow in the coming decades.  Similar to the other two cities in my proposed study, Manila is infamous for it’s traffic gridlock and I am eager to see what the long-term prospects are for improving mobility within the city.

Similar to my meetings with UNESCAP in Bangkok, I hope to meet with officials at the Asian Development Bank (ADB), who are based in Manila.  The ADB devotes a great deal of its funding to urban infrastructure projects and I believe they would be a good partner who I can learn from.  I am particularly interested in how the ADB approaches their projects in Manila and whether there has been any efforts to incorporate civil society into their planning models.  A potential private sector partner is CONCEP, an urban planning and design firm headed by Nathaniel von Elnsledel, a part participant in EWC urban forum events.  Manila is also known for their strong network of NGOs known as People’s Organizations (POs).  I hope to locate POs working on transportation or related issues. 

Jakarta
My interest in Jakarta stems largely from their recently implement Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) system.  BRT systems are quickly becoming an attractive alternative to rail systems because of their relatively cheap cost and flexible route structuring.  Chinese and Latin American cities are now established leaders in the technology but it has been slow to enter Southeast Asian cities.  In 2004 Jakarta opened the first system in the region and ridership has grown rapidly during its first five years.  

While in the city I plan to learn from the Institute for Transportation and Development Policy (ITDP).  ITDP was instrumental in advancing BRT in Jakarta and worked directly with the city government throughout the implementation of the project.  I am intrigued by this type of collaboration between the public and non-profit sectors, and want to see how the lessons learned in Jakarta can be applied to other Southeast Asian cities.  

On a civil society level, I plan to meet with the organization RUJAK, founded in 2010 with the goal of working towards a more sustainable Jakarta.  Meeting with such a small, grassroots level organization, should make for an interesting comparison with the very large ADB and UN models looked at in the other two cities. 

Proposed Benefits for the EWC and Communities Visited
As evidenced by their ongoing urban forum/conference series, the EWC is committed to the study of Asian cities.  My GIST experience will continue this dialogue on urban issues and take it a step further.  By acting as an official delegate of the EWC, I will show the communities involved that they have a committed partner in the region.  Annual seminars are important, but meeting for several weeks with these groups will help seed relationships with new institutions that the EWC has not yet had the ability to reach out to. 

At a community level, I envision myself working alongside residents of Bangkok, Jakarta, and Manila.  This will be a collaborative process where I can learn from leaders and help to build a broad based civil movement that can coalesce around the ideas of urban equity and environmentalism.  Working on a comparative level, I can bring fresh ideas and show different cities what they can learn from each other. 

Investigative Approaches and Personal Applicability
The majority of my study will take the form of interviews and where applicable, “mini-internships.”  I imagine these mini-internships to be opportunities to work directly with the target organization on a small piece of an on-going project.  Through this I can both learn from the organization and offer some of my own skills to them.  This work fits nicely with my previous experience as a student of urban planning.  What I am most excited about with GIST is the opportunity to finally take all the things that I learned from the classroom and apply them to the region that I am most passionate about, Southeast Asia.  I see this project being a good springboard towards a career in development consulting or a PhD program studying urban planning in Southeast Asia.
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