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Abstract

Urban resilience has increasingly evolved beyond the traditional focus on
infrastructure and disaster preparedness to encompass social, cultural, and environmental
dimensions. In recent years, cities worldwide have recognized that culture serves not merely
as a repository of heritage but as a strategic resource that strengthens community resilience,
promotes sustainable development, and enhances adaptive governance. Baguio City, the first
UNESCO Creative City in the Philippines for Crafts and Folk Art, presents a compelling
example of how culture can be integrated into public policy and local governance to address
contemporary challenges. By embedding indigenous knowledge, creative industries, cultural
heritage, and community participation into its development agenda, the city has established
a holistic model that enhances environmental sustainability, economic resilience, and social
cohesion. This paper examines how Baguio City's culture-centred governance contributes to
resilience building, crisis recovery, and sustainable urban development.
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Introduction

Urban resilience frameworks have traditionally focused on structural infrastructure
and disaster response mechanics. However, contemporary paradigms acknowledge that a
city's true adaptive capacity must encompass institutional, social, and cultural networks.
Within this broader perspective, culture functions as an essential strategic cornerstone that
reinforces community identity, builds collective values, and drives sustainable development.
A poignant historical example of this dynamic is found in Baguio City, which experienced
massive physical, economic, and psychological devastation following the 1990 Luzon
earthquake. Rather than pursuing a purely structural recovery, the city actively invested in
rebuilding its community spirit through cultural celebration and artistic renewal. This
innovative, culture-centred approach to governance eventually culminated in Baguio
becoming the first designated UNESCO Creative City in the Philippines for Crafts and Folk
Art, successfully bridging cultural heritage with modern public policy. Integrating culture
into public policy has thus shifted from a symbolic gesture to a practical and critical tool for
proactive urban governance. This paper examines Baguio City’s holistic model of culture-
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led resilience, exploring how it effectively balances environmental sustainability, crisis
recovery, and socio-economic growth. By embedding indigenous knowledge, creative
industries, and citizen participation directly into its core development strategy, Baguio
demonstrates that artistic expression can successfully translate abstract ecological concerns
into shared public awareness and drive circular economic solutions. Furthermore, major
local initiatives like the Panagbenga Festival and strategic partnerships within the UNESCO
network highlight how cultural diplomacy and community celebrations catalyze recovery
from deep historical trauma while opening global markets for local artisans. Ultimately, this
study demonstrates that placing creativity and heritage at the centre of local governance can
empower vulnerable communities, reduce digital and social marginalization, and build long-
term resilience against future global uncertainties.

Culture as a Foundation of Urban Resilience

The concept of resilience has traditionally been associated with the capacity of cities
to withstand and recover from disasters. Contemporary resilience frameworks, however,
recognize that resilience extends beyond physical infrastructure to encompass the social,
cultural, economic, and institutional systems that enable communities to adapt to uncertainty
(Fabbricatti et al., 2020). Within this broader perspective, culture functions as an essential
component of resilience because it strengthens social identity, reinforces collective values,
and facilitates cooperation among citizens during times of disruption (Naheed &
Shooshtarian, 2022).

Baguio City has adopted this broader understanding by integrating culture directly
into local governance and long-term development planning. Rather than treating arts,
heritage, and indigenous traditions as isolated sectors, the city leverages them as valuable
assets that contribute directly to environmental stewardship, disaster risk reduction,
economic sustainability, and community well-being. This perspective reflects a vital shift
from viewing culture as merely symbolic to understanding it as a practical instrument for
sustainable urban governance (Naheed & Shooshtarian, 2022).

Creative Industries as Drivers of Sustainable Development

As a member of UNESCO's Creative Cities Network, Baguio recognizes that
creativity is not only an expression of cultural identity but also an important driver of
economic development and environmental sustainability (UNESCO, 2017). The city's
creative economy supports artisans, designers, craftspeople, performers, and cultural
entrepreneurs whose work preserves traditional craftsmanship while simultaneously
embracing innovation (Cheraghi, 2026).

Local creative industries increasingly adopt sustainable production methods through
the use of recycled materials, eco-friendly designs, and circular economy principles
(Cheraghi, 2026). These initiatives demonstrate that artistic creativity can generate viable
economic opportunities without compromising environmental integrity. Government
policies promoting alternatives to single-use plastics—combined with the encouragement of
environmentally responsible crafts and locally sourced materials—further illustrate the
integration of sustainability into creative production. By deliberately linking creativity with
environmental responsibility, Baguio demonstrates that cultural industries can contribute
simultaneously to economic resilience, ecological conservation, and community
empowerment.
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Arts and Culture as Instruments of Environmental Awareness

Beyond their economic contributions, arts and culture play a transformative role in
shaping public consciousness. Environmental issues often remain abstract and technical,
making it difficult for citizens to appreciate their immediate relevance. Artistic expression
bridges this gap by translating complex environmental concerns into experiences that
resonate emotionally and socially (de Guia Eriksson, 2022).

In Baguio City, murals, public art installations, performances, community theater,
and storytelling frequently address vital themes such as biodiversity conservation,
responsible waste management, climate action, and indigenous stewardship of natural
resources (de Guia Eriksson, 2022). These cultural expressions encourage critical reflection
while fostering a strong environmental ethic among residents.

Similarly, the Panagbenga Festival has evolved beyond its original role as a tourism
event into a dynamic platform for promoting environmental sustainability (Balmeo, 2025).
Sustainable festival management practices—including waste reduction initiatives, the
regulation of plastic use, urban greening activities, and responsible mobility—demonstrate
how cultural celebrations can reinforce ecological values while preserving local traditions
(Pamintuan-Riva, 2025). Through these targeted initiatives, culture becomes a primary
vehicle for educating communities and driving behavioral change toward sustainability.

The Panagbenga Festival as a Symbol of Collective Recovery

Perhaps the most compelling illustration of culture-led resilience in Baguio City is
the Panagbenga Festival itself. Established in the aftermath of the devastating 1990 Luzon
earthquake, the festival emerged as a collective response to widespread physical destruction,
economic decline, and profound psychological trauma (Balmeo, 2025). Rather than focusing
solely on rebuilding physical infrastructure, the city invested in rebuilding community spirit
through cultural celebration.

Over the past three decades, Panagbenga has evolved into one of the Philippines'
most recognized festivals while remaining deeply rooted in its original purpose: fostering
hope, unity, and resilience (Balmeo, 2025). The festival stimulates tourism, supports local
enterprises, creates employment opportunities for artists and artisans, and strengthens social
cohesion through community participation (Pamintuan-Riva, 2025). More importantly, it
symbolizes the city's capacity to transform adversity into a distinct opportunity for cultural
renewal and sustainable development.

International Cooperation through Cultural Networks

Baguio City's membership in UNESCO's Creative Cities Network has expanded its
resilience strategies far beyond local boundaries (UNESCO, 2017). Through international
collaboration, the city actively exchanges experiences, best practices, and innovative
approaches with other creative cities facing similar social, environmental, and economic
challenges.

These partnerships have enabled the adoption of digital cultural initiatives,
strengthened creative entrepreneurship, and fostered deeper international engagement.
Consequently, this expands opportunities for local artisans to access broader global markets
and collaborative networks. Equally important, Baguio contributes to global discussions by
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sharing indigenous knowledge, sustainable craft traditions, and community-based resilience
practices that offer valuable lessons for cities worldwide (UNESCO, 2017). International
cooperation thus strengthens both local capacities and global solidarity, illustrating how
cultural diplomacy can successfully support inclusive, sustainable urban development.

Conclusion

Baguio City demonstrates that culture should not be viewed merely as a product of
development, but as one of its principal drivers. Through the strategic integration of
indigenous knowledge, creative industries, environmental stewardship, participatory
governance, and international collaboration, the city has established a comprehensive model
of culture-led resilience that extends far beyond basic disaster preparedness.

Its experience illustrates that resilient cities are not defined solely by their physical
infrastructure or emergency response systems, but also by the strength of their cultural
identity, social relationships, and collective capacity for innovation. By placing culture at
the very centre of governance and sustainable development, Baguio City highlights how
creativity and heritage can become powerful instruments for addressing contemporary urban
challenges while ensuring that growth remains inclusive, environmentally responsible, and
resilient to future uncertainties.
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