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While Jakarta has become a poster child for climate risk 
and labeled one of the world’s “fastest sinking cities”, the 
coastal region of North Jakarta has continued to under-
go intense speculative development (Colven, 2022). This 
is particularly striking given the widely cited prediction 
that as much as 95% of North Jakarta could be submerged 
by 2050, if land subsidence continues at the current pace 
(Mei Lin and Hiyadat, 2018). Jakarta experienced major 
flood events in 2002, 2007, 2013 and 2020. Beyond the risk 
of tidal flooding worsened by high rates of land subsid-
ence (Abidin et al., 2011) and rising seas, flooding is also 
caused by heavy rains during the monsoon season, as 
the city’s stormwater drains, canals, and rivers are over-
whelmed. Additionally, access to clean, affordable water 
across Jakarta is highly uneven and the city faces the 
prospect of future water shortages. 
Our research examines how Jakarta’s water crisis im-
pacts the actual existing practices of the real estate sector. 
We ask: How does Jakarta’s water crisis shape the feasibility, 
profitability, success, or failure of property development? How 
does the real estate industry understand, and respond to this 
crisis? Based on an analysis of fifteen semi-structured 
interviews with property consultants, bureaucrats, and 
other stakeholders conducted between 2019 in Jakarta 
and 2021 via Zoom, and a content analysis of relevant 
planning documents, real estate reports produced by 
consultancy firms, and media articles, we document the 
strategies used by private developers to mitigate against 
the impacts of flooding and threat of water shortages on 
their developments. 
We find that large-scale private developers have invest-
ed in water infrastructure and technologies to insulate 

their developments and residents from the threat of 
flooding and water shortages, providing a private solu-
tion for property owners while outstripping the capacity 
of state agencies to provide such resources to the city at 
large. To theorize the impacts of this process, we draw on 
scholarship from critical infrastructure studies concern-
ing “splintering/splintered urbanism” (Kooy and Bakker, 
2008; Marvin and Graham, 2001) to argue that large de-
velopers are contributing to the generation of splintered 
ecological security wherein some residents are largely insu-
lated from the city’s water crisis, while those outside re-
ceive little protection or experience greater risk as a result 
of the securitization of others.

Splintered ecological security
During interviews, consultants repeatedly stated that de-
velopers are not concerned about the Jakarta’s water crisis 
on their activities because they can find private solutions 
to its impacts:

“I mean, the developer itself is really taking care of the issue [of 
flooding and land subsidence].”
“The [piped water] supply is not enough, then they buy water. If 
that’s not enough, they can recycle water (...) 
“[real estate developers] actually realized that Jakarta is already in 
a crisis. But there are still other water sources, right?”

Strategies used by large-scale developers include pro-
viding their developments with private water treatment 
and desalination plants, investing in reverse osmosis in-
frastructure and gray water recycling, and constructing 
polder systems. For example, the marketing materials for 
a new development called Pantai Indah Kapuk (PIK) 2 by 
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Agung Sedaya Group in North Jakarta, assure potential 
buyers that PIK 2 will be protected from the flood risk 
that plagues the city via a Dutch-approved polder sys-
tem. Large-scale developers also protect their develop-
ments from flood risk by raising their land plots to enable 
construction on elevated ground, designed to facilitate 
surface run off during high precipitation events, thus re-
ducing flood risk. Together, these strategies provide eco-
logical security for an elite community while making it 
possible for further development in an environmentally 
risky area of the city to continue. 
The state, meanwhile, cannot provide such infrastructure 
for the city:

...large property developers are ahead of us [the city government] 
… Some of them have already the tools for water reuse which is 
proven to be more efficient for them. (...) Even to anticipate cli-
mate change, they change the concept to green building to increase 
the efficiency of water and electricity use. (...) They can afford 
to buy technology and some of them also realize the importance 
of green building. So, for large developers, I think it’s [the water 
crisis] not a problem.

Thus, the privatization of water infrastructure enables 
property buyers to enjoy clean water and security from 
flood risk, while the risks remain the same for the rest of 
Jakarta.  
However, these infrastructures cannot guarantee eco-
logical security into the future. By offering privatized 
solutions linked to property ownership, financial and 
environmental risks are individualized and redistribut-
ed to property owners. Additionally, rather than cutting 
into profit margins, large-scale developers will most 
likely raise property prices and expand their project to 
incorporate the cost of water infrastructure, particular-
ly for costly technologies like water desalination plants. 
This will contribute to rising property prices and great-
er inequality in the distribution and experience of risk. 

This is concerning given Jakarta’s affordable housing 
crisis; prospective first-time buyers are struggling to get 
onto the ladder, the middle-class are already increasing-
ly being squeezed, and kampung residents are under 
tremendous pressure to sell their land to large-scale de-
velopers. 
Furthermore, despite the efforts of developers to over-
come water shortages via water treatment and desalina-
tion plants, residents in these developers are by no means 
guaranteed reliable or sufficient water. In late 2019, PIK 
residents complained about the low water quality that 
the developer supplied. In consequence, real estate de-
velopers, residents, as much as the urban majority, have 
to connect with different water sources to overcome the 
shortage. Against the narrative of water crises, real estate 
development continues to grow, as an environment con-
sultant in Jakarta contended in an interview: 

“With difficult access to groundwater extraction, do real estate 
projects stop? My answer is no. [...] That is because they can 
get water from PDAM, and also, they buy water, they fill in the 
groundwater tank. That seems to be kampungan (low class) that 
they buy from water trucks, but that’s what happens in Sudirman, 
in office buildings.”

This complicates narratives that portray wealthy resi-
dents as fully served by networked services, as in fact, 
what exists is overlapping use of water sources by dif-
ferent classes of residents that are socio-ecologically con-
nected. 
Beyond the residents benefiting from splintered eco-
logical security, low-income kampung communities 
adjacent to these private developments meanwhile find 
themselves at greater risk. The use of elevated platforms 
physically displaces surface water runoff onto adjacent 
neighborhoods, heightening flood risk and exacerbating 
flood impacts for these communities. As the Head of Ur-
ban Planning Evaluation in the Department of Human 

© Watch Indonesia! e.V.



3

Settlements, Spatial Planning and Land Affairs of DKI 
recalled in an interview:

People demonstrated because their kampung was flooded after 
AEON Mall was developed.  After our office investigated it, the 
developer has not developed a water retention area as promised in 
their masterplan.

This underscores the fundamentally relational nature of 
ecological security, and reminds us that communities, 
however socially or spatially segregated, are nonetheless 
directly implicated in one another’s futures. 

Conclusion 
We have sought to illuminate how real estate develop-
ment can continue to flourish in Jakarta’s highly environ-
mentally risky coastal area. By offering privatized forms 
of security and insulation from the city’s broader water 
crisis, private developers assure buyers that their invest-
ments are safe. Large-scale developers have the capital to 
provide private infrastructure, and to secure alternative 
sources of water supply for their developments.
The splintered form of ecological security observable in 
Jakarta has implications for places and communities well 
beyond the walls of these private developments. At best, 
splintered ecological security stands to reproduce social 
inequalities and, at worst, to deepen them. As another 
example of the dominance of real estate within adapta-
tion planning, splintered ecological security in Jakarta 
constitutes a form of privatized risk management that is 
extended only to those who own private property. Tying 
adaptation to private property normalizes and entrench-
es liberal western notions of private property, restricting 
ecological security to the property-owning class. The 
pursuit of a property-led adaptation regime therefore ig-
nores the complicated question of what happens to those 
without formalized property rights or tenure when the 
seawalls are topped, and taps run dry.

While seemingly disconnected from the rest of the city, 
the securitization of developments like PIK has relational 
effects as they displace flood and financial risk to kam-
pungs and residents outside their walls. Therefore, while 
recent research underscores the importance of integrat-
ing equity and justice into climate adaptation planning 
to avoid maladaptation, a property-led adaptation regime 
threatens to undermine these principles. Additionally, the 
privileging of private property development and rights is 
particularly consequential for communities without for-
malized property and land rights. Using private property 
to deliver adaptation normalizes private property while 
extending ecological security from water crises (and cli-
mate risks more broadly) only to those who can afford 
formal ownership.
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