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REIMAGINING HOUSTON:
A fl ood of lessons from Southeast Asia

Rapid urbanization. Development in flood-prone 
areas. Flawed cooperation between agencies. 
Repeated flooding.

Our readers could easily apply all of that to the Houston 
area, a region hit by three catastrophic flood events in 
three consecutive years. Those issues, however, are not 
isolated to Southeast Texas. Southeast Asia has been 
dealing with similar situations for decades and has 
taken steps to mitigate the damage done by Mother 
Nature.

To learn from those communities, Asia Society Texas 
Center hosted “Houston Reimagined: Building a Resilient 
City and Best Practices from Asia,” bringing in experts 
in the field to share how Houston can look to some 
Asian cities for examples of how to overcome its own 
challenges.

First, let’s consider some of the factors contributing to the impact of 
flood events in Texas’s largest city and beyond. Urbanization is key 
among them. 

“Southeast Asia is undergoing a structural, social and economic 
transformation as we speak. It is moving, as a region, from largely 
agrarian-based economies to economies based on services, 
manufacturing and industrialization,” said Jackson Ewing, a senior 
fellow at Duke University’s Nicholas Institute of Environmental Policy 
Solutions and adjunct professor at the Sanford School of Public Policy. 
“As a driver of that reality, we see urbanization. The population of 
Southeast Asia is now roughly one-third urban.”

“More than four billion people around the world, that is more than 50 
percent of the global population, live in cities,” stressed Rizal Algamar, 
the country director of The Nature Conservancy - Indonesia Program. 
“This is for the first time in history that more people are living in cities 
than in rural areas.”

In a state the size of Texas, where you can drive for hours without 
seeing a large town, it’s easy to dismiss the idea of urbanization, 
according to Bill Fulton, the director of the Kinder Institute for Urban 
Research at Rice University. 

“Sometimes in Texas, we don’t think we’re urban. We all drive our 
pickup trucks. But, in fact, about two-thirds of the population and 
about three-quarters of the economy of Texas exist in urban and 

suburban locations,” he said.

The transition here is happening quickly, but it’s even more distinct in 
parts of Southeast Asia.

“Governments are struggling to keep up with the rapidity of these 
population movements and with the demands that the new citizens 
require as they move into cities,” Ewing said.

He cites Manila as an example. The swarm of new residents have, in 
some situations, resulted in informal settlements in the poorer areas 
of the city.

“Poorly managed urbanization can really exacerbate existing 
challenges and leave cities more vulnerable to natural hazards,” added 
Algamar.

Houston, per Fulton, has more engineers than any other city in the 
world, which results in a very deeply embedded engineering culture.

“That has led to a particular kind of approach to city building,” 
Fulton said. “That’s not atypical for the United States, but it’s really 
pronounced here. We’ve run up against the limits of, in trying to 
manage urbanization, sustained building resiliency. “ 

Ewing echoed that, describing examples of that playing out, including 
in China. There, efforts are underway to divert water from the 
southern part of the country to the north, where water is scarce.

“I think that will enhance urban vulnerability, even in some of the 
more modern cities there,” he said. “It’s a fairly myopic attempt at 
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engineering one’s way out of a problem instead of a 
recognition of the realities of the land’s ecosystem that 
they depend on.”

He also cited Singapore’s approach to 
being “masterful” in some instances, 
but far from it in others. The country 
has looked to examples like Rotterdam, 
Netherlands, raising the height of its 
seawalls.

“At the same time, they’ve reclaimed 
parts of their territorial sea to put new 
infrastructure on in ways that certainly 
don’t make a whole lot of sense,” said 
Ewing.

Another challenge, he pointed out, is 
the tendency for different agencies 
-- municipal, provincial and beyond -- to 
fail to communicate and cooperate. 
Ewing said that’s especially evident in 
Indonesia’s capital, Jakarta.

“There are multiple municipalities within metro Jakarta 
and coordination among them is often relatively 
poor,” he explained. “This means that the problems 
in one municipality have often acute consequences 
downstream.”

Though all of these issues would be problematic on 
their own, they’re compounded in the face of natural 

disasters, such as the floods triggered by tropical 
systems and monsoon seasons.

“Not only does it flood in Houston, but that is not a 

problem you can make go away. This is a flood-prone 
area,” Fulton said. “I think we have to recognize that we 
have to start living on the water, rather than fighting 
the water all the time. That means that our goal should 
not be to stop flooding from ever occurring. Our goal 
should be to mitigate the risk to people and their 
property. Those are two very different things.”

While simple enough in premise, learning to live with 
the flooding and lessening its impact on the human 

population is a difficult endeavor. The same cities in 
Southeast Asia that have illustrated the challenges of 
building within a flood-prone area are also offering 
lessons about how to cope with it.

“Relocation and resettlement have been used as tools 
in areas such as Singapore. In the 1960s and 1970s, the 
government moved people en mass off of the rivers 
and into high-rise buildings and housing complexes,” 
Ewing stated.

“It wasn’t easy, and it wasn’t without its difficult 
results, but I think that those people are in a much 
more social place as a result,” he added. “Finding 
smart and nuanced ways to have those population 
relocations occur, in ways that do not completely erode 
the community that they’ve come to depend on, is 
challenging, but also essential.”

The Harris County Flood Control District is attempting 
just that through its voluntary home buyout. It started 
the program in 1985, but launched a Harvey-related 
buyout within weeks of the storm’s devastating visit to 
the region.

“There are two problems with that,” said Fulton. “One is 
that there isn’t nearly enough money to buy everyone 
out, to get everybody out of risk zones. The other issue 

is that not everybody wants to go.”

“We need to give people a different set 
of choices other than ‘You can stay’ or 
‘You can go there.’ It’s ‘You’re leaving,’” 
Ewing said. “Maybe we should have a 
conversation of ‘You’re leaving. That’s 
happening. We cannot as a municipal 
society continue to abide by you being 
here and it’s not in your best interest 
either.’”

“The government here is much less 
aggressive in making moves like that. 
So, it’s a matter of creating enough 
incentive so people are willing to go 
and then mitigating where possible,” 
countered Fulton.

Greenspoint, he noted, has dozens of apartment 
complexes that are built not just in the floodplain, but 
in the actual floodway. 

“For better or worse, this isn’t Singapore, so we can’t 
just move them all into high-rise buildings that the 
government builds. That’s much more difficult to do in 
a democracy than it is in an authoritarian society,” said 
Fulton. “We have a bunch of first world problems and 
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that makes the situation better for us in many ways, 
but worse for us in many ways because the challenges 
we face are much more nuanced and much more 
complicated than you might think.“

An example of flood mitigation offered by Fulton was 
raising houses, as many have done in the Meyerland 
area, which was impacted by all three of Houston’s 
recent floods. The process, however, is cost-prohibitive. 
In some neighborhoods, he argued, the value of the 
home is less than the expense of raising it.

“When you talk about resiliency, we have to talk about 
vulnerable populations in the United States, and in a 
place like Houston, in a very particular way. How can we 
make sure that people in these neighborhoods have the 
assistance they need to bounce back?” he asked. 

Of course, dealing with moving people out of the 
floodway wouldn’t be an issue if it hadn’t been allowed 
in the first place. It’s an oversimplification of the 
issue, to be sure. After all, most of Southeast Texas 
is considered flood-prone due to its low elevation. 
However, steps can be taken now to ensure we don’t 
create additional problems in the future.

“It’s a lot more expensive to have to fix stuff after the 
fact, so we have to be able to make a coherent financial 
case for greater preparation and greater resource 
employment for the sake of resilience,” Ewing said.

Resilience is the precise goal of the so-called “sponge 
cities” in China. 

“They aim to capture rainwater and harness 
groundwater while, at the same time, reduce and 
stop flooding,” said Algamar. “Picture a city where it 
absorbs, it stores, it filters and it purifies this water like 
a sponge. In a sponge city, groundwater is recharged 
to a variety of green infrastructures, such as preserved 
floodplains, wetlands, retention ponds and sunken 
crops. Also, all the roads are permeable, so it absorbs 
the rainwater immediately.”

Beginning in 2015, China dumped $300 billion dollars 
into construction of 30 cities adopting these principles. 
The goal is that, by 2020, those urban areas should 
be able to absorb and reuse at least 70 percent of 
rainwater.

We call that approach low-impact development in the 
U.S. Fulton said it is happening here to some extent. 
Both Houston and Harris County have ordinances that 
encourage low-impact development, but little to no 
incentives to do so.

“So you know, if you’re a developer, you’re a good guy 
and you feel like doing it, it’s OK to do it,” said Fulton. 
“One thing that Houston has not done, even with 
Harvey, is get more aggressive about that kind of thing, 
partly because of our historic reluctance to engage in 
land use regulation and to tell property owners what 
to do.”

“This is where you get to the need for a true 
commitment,” Ewing added. “Because we still lean on the traditional engineering solutions, we don’t 

emphasize those other solutions. “We typically err on 
the side of the typical engineering solutions.”

Fulton suggested using the recently passed $2.5 billion 
flood control bond in that traditional way would result 
in little benefit.

“If we try to engineer our way out of this problem, 
the cost is something like $30 billion. So $2.5 billion 
is a drop in the bucket,” he said. “What that means 
is that we can no longer afford to build pieces of 
infrastructure, such as flood control, without creating 
any more investment. If we’re going to build a road, 
the road has to help solve the flooding problem. If 
we’re going build a park, the park has to help solve the 
flooding problem.”

The clear message from Ewing, Almagar and Fulton, 
though, was that change must be a priority of the 
community from top to bottom: municipalities to 
developers to residents. With a shared vision and 
learning from other cities with similar challenges, 
Houston could rise above the flood - structurally and 
financially.
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