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Megacities – going deeper, building safer

It is a well-known fact that since the 18th century’s industrial revolution up to the present day of globalization, rapid and dramatic changes have taken place in the metropolises worldwide, including the Thai capital city of Bangkok. The benefits from the growth of big cities are already well-known: greater employment opportunities, higher wages and salaries, higher productive capacities owing to spatial agglomeration, more and better social services, and so on, while accelerated resource extraction, migration, and infrastructural development have eroded not only social structure, but environment. All cities encounter the same kind of setbacks: the use of space, transportation and public utilities such as water and waste disposal. 


However, in the world today, the economic development in megacities becomes inexorable and indispensable. According to United Nations University, the way Bangkok has grown, for example, is necessary and beneficial to the industrialization of the Thai economy. As industrial activities are highly centered on the Bangkok Metropolitan Region (BMR), it is the single largest durable and nondurable industrial consumer market in the country. The concentration of industrial activities, in turn, generates demand for intermediate inputs, spare parts, and capital goods, which are mainly imported through the Bangkok Port. In the first phase of industrial development, the highest possible return on investment could normally be secured from the concentration of investment in the BMR. The increasing concentration of economic activities in the primate city thus increased the economies of scale and attractiveness, giving the primate city even greater locational comparative advantages. Therefore, a large metropolis like Bangkok is desirable per se in the medium run. Apart from economies of scale, it also provides proximity that is conducive to the first phase of industrialization, allowing the city to absorb large numbers of people in manufacturing jobs, and allowing the government to build up modern infrastructure, which requires a large population in order to operate efficiently. It also serves as a "nodal point" in the network of national and international trade, with modern communications and forming a transport hub of the country. Moreover, Bangkok generates income and employment, and production and trade in goods and services, for domestic as well as international markets. Therefore, instead of trying to control or restrain the growth of Bangkok as a way of solving its urban problems, in my point of view, what matters most is how to come up with a solution to promote economic growth, yet protect the environment.
However, in order to achieve such goal, the roots of the urban problems must be taken into consideration. 
Let us begin by considering the government policy as the prime factor responsible for urban problems. In Thailand, after the enforcement of the First National Scheme of Economic Development in 1961 and the economic boom in the late 1980s, many forms of unplanned development took place, leading to lingering problems up to the present. Accelerated extension has grown along with no effective control on land use along the roads in Bangkok. Residential houses are mixed with commercial buildings and factories, all of various shapes and sizes. More importantly, Bangkok just has been unable to cope with the enormous demand put on its existing road systems in response to human and automobile population, not surprising that the air quality in Bangkok is severely affected. A study conducted by the National Environmental Board shows that the level of carbon monoxide in the air dramatically increases each year. Another issue related to the unplanned development is water quality problem. Most of the canals and waterways in the city are also highly contaminated, giving off offensive smells. Even Chao Phraya River, the main river of Bangkok, is under threat of being completely polluted due to inadequate sewage treatment. For these reasons, if the policy makers are not aware of taking the precautions into account, it is absolutely difficult to prepare any measures to prevent or even to take actions against such chronic problems.
Another cause associated with urban problems relates to the lack of decentralization and the support of indigenous knowledge in the rural area. The economic development of the country and the importance of Bangkok as the centre of economic activities could not prevent the massive migration to the city which tends to bring about deficient sanitation facilities and other basic needs especially water. A pertinent problem is the soil subsidence, resulting from extensive underground water use, throughout Bangkok owing to the imbalance between water supply demand and the capability of the Metropolitan Water Works Authority to provide it. Bangkok is literally sinking at a rate of about 10 cm per year. And if this rate continues, most areas of Bangkok will lie below sea level within the next decade. Although the problem of flooding in Bangkok is less severe today than a decade ago, thanks to extensive use of flood water pumps, the flood prevention system will become more complicated and more expensive as the land continues to sink. As a result, one approach to solve the issues is to promote decentralization in order to relieve the massive migration to the city. Indigenous knowledge must be supported as it is considered the crucial factor in not only the provision of job opportunity for the rural people, but the success in sustainable development. 
However, in some cases, the government must fully understand the local way of life; otherwise the policy itself is likely to hinder in their efforts to practice indigenous knowledge. For example, despite existing evidence to the contrary, ethnic minorities with those beliefs are usually blamed for environmental degradation, or even expelled from their ancestral lands without compensation. Karen villagers in Chiang Mai’s Mae Wang district were forbidden neither to enter nor to farm in their lands in spite of the fact that their agricultural system, which involves a short period of cultivation and a long period of leaving the land fallow, helps preserve the area’s forests. In addition, the rural must be granted the security of land tenure. Lack of security is not likely to foster far-sighted management. Deforestation through some areas, in particular, is linked to the loss of land security. If given a sense of ownership, local communities may be able to practice indigenous knowledge and use ecosystems sustainably.
The other root of urban problems relates to the lack of public participation in environmental solution. A large number of cars and a paucity of roads, for instance, are not the only factors contributing to the present traffic problems. The bad driving habits of city residents also lead to traffic congestion. The neglect and violation of traffic rules are also rampant, such as illegal parking and illegal lane changing, which adds to traffic congestion. When these problems remain unsolved, the health of city dwellers is threatened. “Gases and dust are the two leading causes of bad air quality in cities, and their detrimental effects combine and cumulate,” says Claude Allegre, professor of earth sciences and department head at the Institu de Physique du Globe in Paris. “Such gases as nitric oxide, sulphur dioxide, carbon monoxide, tetraethyl lead, methane and a variety of other organic compounds of lesser importance have reached abnormally high levels in cities.” These gases, which are absolutely toxic, can cause serious illness and irreparable damage in young children. As a result, although the government could support road network extension, if its people did not give it their hand, the people themselves would be affected by the unpleasant effects in return. In my opinion, to end the problem, the city residents must be raised awareness of the severe outcome resulting from their own habits through media, education, and academic camp for youth. Children can play a vital role in this solution by telling their parents to stop such habits. In Thailand, the project of no smoking became successful thanks to the children taught in schools the harmful effects of cigarette which were subsequently told to their parents so that they would stop smoking for not only their own health, but children’s. 
To conclude, the extension as well as the growth of megacities resulting from accelerated economic development has beneficial effects, yet social costs to city dwellers and environment. And, as such, these two components should be considered in relation to each other. The growth of most megacities in the world has reached the point where it can no longer sustain its traffic, land-use, air, water, and other environmental problems without seriously disrupting the normal functioning of the city and the lives of the people who lives in them. Thus, the government must not only go through their development policies thoroughly before implementation, but raise awareness to its residents for public participation in sustainable resolutions of urban environmental problems. The sooner everyone gives their hands, the safer and more pleasant, yet more prosperous city will be contributed in return.
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