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Growing cities in SEA

i ewed by Cheah Boon Kheng

IN the Asian Pacific region, Singapore is not only the nost "global" city
but the new "information city" par excellence. Its information econony has
becone vital to current econom c policy, says Australian geographer Dean
Forbes in this concise, fast-paced survey of the rapid growmh of the
various Sout heast Asian netropolises, their urban environment, econom es
and soci al probl ens.

"No ot her Southeast Asian city has nade as nmuch progress as Singapore
towar ds devel oping as an information city," observes Forbes. This neans
t hat Si ngapore has had a head start over Kuala Lunpur, which is due to
| aunch its Multinedia Super Corridor soon.

O all the Southeast Asian cities, Forbes says only Singapore and
Bangkok m ght each be considered as a "world city". Jakarta, KL and Manila
are nowhere near this status as they have played a linmted gl obal role.

Wrld cities are defined by their node of integration in the gl oba
econony by providing the vital services that are needed by gl obal
corporations and agenci es such as nmanagenent, banking and finance, and
consul ting.

Such cities are generally big, with popul ations of between five and 15
mllion, and spread over |large areas. Transnational elites are dom nant in
world cities, establishing a core of cosnopolitan culture. The
qui ntessential "world-cities-in-the-nmaking" include Tokyo, New York
London and Hong Kong.

Si ngapore qualifies as a "world city" because a nunber of multi-nationa
corporations (M\Cs) set up their Asian headquarters there, attracted by
the lower tax rates that apply to this formof office developnent. It is
al so the largest port in the region (and one of the largest in the world)
and is a significant air traffic destination. Investrment in
t el ecommuni cations and i nformati on technol ogy has hel ped to suppl ement
this transport role.

Bangkok's popul ation is three tinmes the size of Singapore. It is a
dom nant industrial and economc centre, a centre for regional and
i nternational organi sations and conferences and, |ike Singapore, a key
destination for international and regional air traffic.

For bes' voice throughout the book is one of noderation and caution, not
necessarily supporting the growh of "global"” cities, but suggesting that
their devel opnent is inevitable. He urges Sout heast Asian governnments to
pl an ahead and prepare their societies to face the resultant problens.

Wil e he admits there is nothing uni que which can be identified about
the Sout heast Asian city per se, he acknow edges that schol ars have
observed a distinctive shift towards an Asian variation of an urban
conur bation, or megal opolis. Professor Terry McGee calls it desakota (desa
for village and kota for city), in which an agricultural or rura
hinterland is closely ennmeshed with a city's urban econony. During this
process, the countryside is urbanised, without the hinterland popul ation
necessarily noving into the city.

Bangkok, Yangon and Hanoi are devel oping i nto such nmegal opolises, in
which the major city becones ennmeshed with a very | arge urbani sed rura
hinterl and soneti nes consi sting of seven or eight provinces, thereby
mul tiplying the city's population five or six tines.

Si ngapore and Kual a Lunpur are excluded fromthis category, the fornmer
because it is a city-state, and KL because it is surrounded by a lightly



settled hinterland that is dom nated by plantation agriculture, not
intensive wet-rice agriculture |ike Bangkok, Hanoi and Yangon.

Normal Iy, however, nost cities expand by swallowing up rural villages
and small towns, forcing the population to migrate to slunms at the city
fringes and giving rise to informal sector enterprises such as roadside
vendors, coffee shops, restaurants and trishaws, or what has been call ed
t he pavenent econony.

VWile sone cities |ike Jakarta have cracked down on trishaws, others
I i ke Hanoi have allowed their nunbers to grow unchecked owing to the
new y-introduced capitalist economy. Forbes nakes a plea for nationa
governments to accommodate the informal sector because the poor stil
predom nate i n Sout heast Asian cities.

The contrast in the different |evels of econom c devel opnent of
Sout heast Asian cities is striking, especially between Singapore and
Hanoi, where office bl ock devel opnent, hotels and banking facilities are
still rudinmentary and post and tel econmunications are in a very poor
state.

Singapore laid the infrastructure for its information econony as early
as 1980 when it set up a Committee on National Conputerisation, followed
by an executive agency known as the National Conputer Board. Al of
Si ngapore is being networked by fibre-optic cable, |inking governnment
of fi ces, business houses, institutions, househol ds, and even vehicles into
a giant information system

It is revealing, however, that despite Singapore's advanced infornmation
econony, it has failed to attract Bill Gates and the other big nanes
within the IT world to participate in a sinilar setup like the MSCin the
city-state. One reason for this is believed to be Singapore's rel uctance
to give up controls on the multi-nedia corporations, unlike Ml aysi a,
whose Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhanmed has agreed to give
thema free hand in the MSC

Si ngapore's informati on econony has its pros and cons. On the one hand,
it has been argued that this is a second industrial revol ution which needs
to be enbraced in total. On the other, the technology is creating a set of
new probl ens for human society.

"Critics are concerned that it takes the idea of the corporate state to
an extrenme, and creates very strong pressure to conformto a particul ar
vi ew of Singapore's future,"” says Forbes. "Some point out that networking
al lows for nuch increased survelliance of citizens, and hence can be a
political tool for enforcing repression.”

O the 13 largest cities in Southeast Asia, six are in Indonesia and two
in Vietnam (Hanoi and Ho Chi Mnh City, 1.1 and 3.2 million, respectively,
in 1990). dearly, not all the region's capital cities feature anong the
| argest of Sout heast Asi a.

Sout heast Asia's largest city is Jakarta. In 1990 it had a popul ati on of
9.3 mllion. Its population growth rate in the period 1980-90 was 2.4 per
cent annum The second |largest city is Manila with 8.5 nmillion, followed
by Bangkok, whose population in 1990 grewto 7.2 million. The United
Nati ons projections suggest it could reach 10.3 million by the year 2000.

By conparison, Singapore is ranked eighth with its 2.7 mllion
popul ati on in 1990, while Kuala Lrmupur is 10th with a popul ation of 1.7
mllion. Ho Chi Mnh Cty, Bandung and Surabaya are | arger than Kual a
Lunpur and take fifth, sixth and seventh pl aces, respectively.

Sout heast Asia's nmiddle class is growing, so are its cities' glitzy
shoppi ng centres which resenbl e the shopping malls of Los Angel es or
Adel ai de. CQutside them however, are the incongruities - the crowded
bui l di ngs, the narrow streets and the poor nasses in the sluns.

The inpact of the netropolis on the physical environnent will result in



i ncreased probl ens of popul ati on, waste disposal and | and degradati on.
Envi ronnent al probl ens, observes Forbes, appear to increase during the
peri ods of accel erated econom ¢ growth in Southeast Asia.

A new feature of the Southeast Asian city is the increasing role wonen
play inits life. Wnen mgrate in |large nunbers fromthe rural areas for
i ndependence and for work in the cities, but are paid wages | ower than
men's. The overwhel ming nmajority, however, are powerless, as their
presence in governnent is mnimal. Except in Malaysia, Thailand, the
Phi |'i ppi nes and Si ngapore, female literacy | evels are al so bel ow nen's.
But Forbes thinks there is a grow ng assertiveness anong wonmen in
Sout heast Asian cities. Probably only anong the better educated, m ddle
cl ass ones.

As for prostitution, Bangkok unfortunately stands al one as Sout heast
Asia's unrivalled centre of the commercial sex industry. Forbes estinates
that the nunmber of prostitutes in Thailand ranges from 500,000 to one
mllion. I n Bangkok alone it was estinmated there were 200, 000 to 300, 000
prostitutes in the early 1980s.

He asks some shocki ng questions: "Wy do Thai wonen take up
prostitution, and not, say, factory work? Is there sonething in Tha
culture which can be held responsi bl e? Buddhi sm encourages wonen to be
seen as second-class citizens, with an i nadequate store of nerit in
previous lives and a | ower noral status."

Forbes' final verdict on Southeast Asian cities is dismally pessimstic.
Wth the exception of Singapore, the netropolises are going to remain very
| arge settlenents in which | arge nunbers of people are poor, and the
juxtaposition of wealth and poverty in the city is potentially
destabi | i si ng.

Packed with infornative text, statistics and illustrations, this is a
good handbook on Sout heast Asian cities for the university student as well
as for the non-student reader
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