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An aerial view of the BASECO Compound, Manila's largest slum area, on April 3, 2020 in Manila, 

Philippines. 
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A ll cities have gone through the ebb and flow of social distancing and 

lockdowns, with regulations repealed as cases decline and hurriedly re-

imposed when cases return. But few urban residents likely feel as dislocated 

as those living in Manila. The capital of the Philippines went through a 

three-month lockdown, starting in mid-March and ending in early June. 

Then, as residents started to return to work, a spike in cases in early August 

led the government to reimpose lockdown measures. Yet these measures 

were repealed merely two weeks later, as the economic pain of shutdown 

began to take hold—evidenced in a record 45.5% adult unemployment rate. 

Manila is just one example of how the economies of megacities—cities with 

large and growing populations, often exceeding ten million—in developing 

countries have struggled to protect their residents and keep their economic 

engines running. It is an indication of the flaws inherent in an economic 

model focused on rapid and widespread urbanization. Megacities are not the 

future because they thrive on cheap labor and government policies fuel this 

abuse. Stagnant rural economies encourage people to move to the 

cities, hollowing out rural communities and leaving a hole often replaced by 

an increasingly concentrated and industrialized agricultural system.  

Singapore, on the other hand, is a good case study of how even the most 

modern cities are vulnerable to those who they most rely on, and who they 

take for granted. In March, Singapore was being hailed as a model for 

beating the virus. Cases were low and the city remained open—until it was 

discovered that the virus was running rampant through the city’s migrant 

worker dormitories. 

https://www.ft.com/content/28967fd6-9238-11e2-851f-00144feabdc0


In cities across the world, migrant worker and minority communities have 

been hit hardest from the coronavirus. One U.K. report found that those 

from its ethnic minority community were 50% more likely to die from 

COVID-19. Data from the United States shows that minority communities, 

especially Black, Latinx, and Native American communities, see 

significantly higher rates of cases and deaths. 

 
A girl covers her ears as people disinfect an area at the Babilonia favela, in Rio de Janeiro on April 18, 

2020. 
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These are advanced economies with ample resources (though maybe not the 

political will to apply them universally). But with the prominent exception 

of the U.S., today’s COVID-19 hotspots are found throughout the developing 

world. In Brazil, favelas in São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro are organizing 

their own support networks due to the lack of adequate government 

infrastructure. Cities in Colombia have seen spiking death rates as medical 

systems collapse. One recent study in Mumbai’s slums found that over half 

of slum dwellers had antibodies for SARS-COV-2. 

Some commentators have looked at the pandemic and asked whether the 

time of the “superstar city” is over, as the pandemic makes population 

density look like a danger rather than an opportunity for productivity gains. 

They’ve suggested that the pandemic may finally lead to an exodus from 

cities, as young professionals, fed up with the high cost of living and 

nightmare commutes, and freed by the shift to remote work,  leave for rural 

communities. 

But this idea is focused on advanced economies and, specifically, on the 

upper and upper-middle classes within them. In growing economies, mass 

urbanization will remain the focus, as it is still seen as the best, if not the 

only, vehicle for economic development, moving people from the 

“unproductive” countryside to the more productive cities. By emptying rural 

hinterlands with its demand for low-paid workers, this urbanization 

ultimately leads to more unstable, more damaging, and more unequal 

economies. 

Read more: The Photos Show Life in the Poorest Towns in America 

World economic growth in recent history has been centered on a few 

superstar cities: New York, London, Tokyo, Hong Kong, Paris and more 
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recently Shanghai, for example. London makes up 30% of the UK’s 

economy, has 13% of its population and is more than eight times as 

populous as the country’s second largest city, Birmingham. So-called 

emerging markets have relied upon urbanization to drive growth. Turning 

rural labor into urban labor was seen as a positive for productivity.  

But the pandemic has highlighted the inequality and unsustainability of 

these cities. A population of urban professionals, with safe and secure 

lifestyles, is supported by a large and poorly-paid service sector. These 

people work in the grocery stores, hair salons, restaurants, bars, and gyms, 

and live in poor neighborhoods or even slums. They deliver food, fix homes, 

cut hair, dispose waste, keep transport systems running, clean suburbs, look 

after children, and walk dogs. These underpaid workers have either seen 

their livelihoods evaporate in recent months, or have been forced to risk 

their health by providing essential services, because they do not have the 

choice of the privileged work-from-home crowd. After all, you cannot work 

from home if your job is keeping the hospitals working or the sewers in 

operation. 
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