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“The world is rapidly 
becoming more 
urbanised with over 
half of the 
population living in 
urban areas” 

 

Introduction 
For many decades, humanitarian policymakers and practitioners have focused primarily on 
rural emergencies and disasters. Since the early 1990s, however, the manifestations and 
understanding of humanitarian crises have changed. The world is rapidly becoming more 
urbanised with over half of the population living in urban areas; of these, one in three 
people live in precarious conditions. The nature and rapid growth of urban areas make 
them particularly vulnerable to both man-made and natural disasters. This explosive growth 
also engenders new risks, vulnerabilities and potential humanitarian crises.  As a result, 
humanitarian actors and agencies are increasingly directing their attention to cities and 
towns in the global south and pursuing urban policy initiatives.  Experience has shown that 
emergency planning should take account of the capacity and resources of all potential 
actors on a local, regional, national and international level and involving both civilian and 
military. The most effective frameworks take a holistic approach spanning disaster 
prevention, emergency relief, rehabilitation and development as well as post-disaster 
action.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“By 2030, it is 

Trends 
Historically, disasters have had greatest impact in rural areas. In part, this was because it 
was people with least resilience to disasters, who lived and worked in these areas. 
However, with the rapid urbanisation of recent decades, mainly in transitional economies 
and the global south, this is no longer the case.  

According to the United Nations, the shift in the world’s population from rural to urban 
began between 2007 and 2008, with more than 50% of the world’s people now living in 
urban areas. Most of the world’s urban population and the majority of its largest cities are 
now in low- and middle-income nations with an estimated 2.6 billion urban dwellers out of 
3.3 billion worldwide. Approximately one third of this population (ie.one billion) live in 
precarious, under-served, informal settlements and slums, compounding their vulnerability 
to humanitarian crises. By 2030, it is predicted that the urban population will exceed five 
billion and that 80% of these urban dwellers will reside in towns and cities of the developing 
world. 

Africa, although currently the least urbanised region, has the fastest urban growth rate, 
currently 3.3% per annum. Asia is growing at 2.6% per annum. In both of these regions, the 
urban population is currently just under 40%. However, Asia currently houses the highest 
number of its people in cities and towns and it is assumed that this trend will continue in the 
future. Africa will be home to 1.2 billion urban dwellers by 2050, with a growing majority 
percentage of youths. In these regions, urban growth is accentuated by the increasing 
numbers of refugees and internally displaced persons (IDPs) who tend to migrate to cities.  

In 2005 in Latin America and the Caribbean, nearly 77% of the population lived in urban 
areas. According to the Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC), this figure will continue 
to grow by an average of 1.7% per annum. In the coming years, much of the increase in 
urban populations will be in less developed regions, largely as a result of natural population 
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growth and rural-to-urban migration. 

Cities, with their high concentration of people, buildings, infrastructure and economic 
activity, are the locus of both large and small-scale disasters. A review of the last ten years 
highlights that large-scale disasters affecting a whole region generally have an urban 
component. There have also been specific ‘urban disasters’, whereby the majority of 
damage is concentrated in city centres. This is made evident by the recent earthquake in 
Port-au-Prince, Haiti and Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans, where urban areas sustained 
most of the losses and damages. With the exception of the South Asian tsunami in 2004, 
many of the deaths and losses from recent earthquakes have been in cities. Of all large-
scale disasters, seismic events have killed the greatest number of people in recent years, 
averaging 50,184 people per year from 2000 to 2008. Flood events have affected the 
largest numbers of people, averaging 99 million people per year between 2000 and 2008. 
The number of urban-dwellers affected by floods is not known, however the ‘World 
Disasters Report 2010’, indicates that it must be a significant proportion. 

“With the exception 
of the South Asian 
tsunami in 2004, 
many of the deaths 
and losses from 
recent earthquakes 
have been in cities” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“The concentration 
of resources, 
assets and 
services in cities 
can lead to more 
debilitating impacts 
of disasters, 
conflict and 
violence” 

How do urban disasters differ from rural disasters? 
Urban disasters occur in dense and highly complex (physical and nonphysical) 
environments that have adapted, formally and informally, to absorb large populations and a 
range of economic activities. Distinctive features include: 

 Scale and density - the scale of rapid urbanisation and the growing number of people at 
risk of a humanitarian crisis, or in need of assistance, is far greater in comparison with 
less populated rural areas. Indeed, the concentration of population, homes and other 
buildings, transport infrastructure and industry – presents both problems and 
opportunities for disaster risk reduction and humanitarian assistance. 

 Economic systems and livelihood strategies - complex yet fragile urban economies and 
service systems are particularly susceptible to widespread impacts of disasters or 
emergencies. This could include destruction of livelihoods of poor urban households, 
damage to infrastructure and communication systems, loss of food production and 
disruption of supplies and services to rural areas. The concentration of resources, 
assets and services in cities can lead to more debilitating impacts of disasters, conflict 
and violence. Conversely, if they remain intact, these resources can contribute to the 
resilience of urban centres in responding to disasters.  

 Large informal settlements - over one billion urban dwellers live in slums and informal 
‘spontaneous’ settlements. Rapid, uncontrolled urban growth and densely populated 
informal settlements in hazard-prone locations render a significant number of people 
vulnerable to humanitarian crises of even moderate intensity. This vulnerability is 
compounded by the failure of urban authorities to regulate building standards and land-
use planning strategies and to provide services. Over-crowding and large scale 
informal settlements make the design and delivery of humanitarian relief more complex 
compared to rural areas.  

 Governance and public expectations – the increasing stress on urban environments 
derives both from existing deficits in the supply of land, housing and urban 
infrastructure and the rapidly increasing demand for these resources as cities grow by 
between 5 -10% a year. Weak governance in many cities and towns in these global 
regions has resulted in a poorly managed, largely uncontrolled and unplanned 
urbanisation process and a failure to address safety and sustainability adequately in 
current growth patterns. These processes, and the sub-standard conditions in which so 
many city dwellers live, contribute to chronic or slow-onset emergencies or become the 
tipping points for humanitarian crises. This is most evident in poor-quality and 
overcrowded housing and inadequate provision for the basic infrastructure and services 
that should protect people from environmental health hazards and help prevent 
disasters. 
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“Urban violence, a 
largely invisible, 
but rising 
phenomenon, 
constitutes a new 
challenge to 
humanitarian 
actors” 

 Likelihood for compound and complex disasters – urban areas are centres of political 
power and of contest over scarce resources such as land, water and employment. In 
this environment, the absence of effective civil protection can make some social 
groups, such as women and children, particularly vulnerable. This insecurity and 
competition for resources is often compounded by natural disasters which can lead to 
conflict and other forms of violence carried out by armed groups, gangs, drug cartels or 
crime syndicates. Urban violence, a largely invisible, but rising phenomenon, 
constitutes a new challenge to humanitarian actors. 

 Medium and small-sized cities - although in absolute terms more people will be affected 
in the large and mega-cities, it is the medium- and small-sized cities in the developing 
world which are more predisposed to these crises. They are generally less well 
resourced in terms of professional capacity, governance and finance. Their vulnerability 
is also greater because of limited investment in infrastructure and urban services such 
as water supply, solid waste management systems and health services. In addition, 
there is usually limited experience of working with humanitarian actors and other 
international agencies. 

 Potential for secondary impacts on rural or regional producers - urban centres are 
typically strongly interconnected with peri-urban and rural areas within nations and 
regions. This is generally through common markets or trade links, and with wider 
globalised communities through remittances. Disasters disrupt the linkages and have a 
negative impact on the flow of people, goods and services. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“the impoverishment 
of slum dwellers, 
refugees and 
displaced persons 
often compels 
them to live in 
hazard prone 
locations such as 
low-lying areas and 
landfill sites” 

 

The increasing urban vulnerability gap 
Disasters and humanitarian emergencies have an impact on the urban poor and displaced 
populations that extends beyond the event. This is due to a vulnerability exacerbated by 
three factors:  

 First, governments rarely have the capacity to protect poor urban residents by providing 
satisfactory water supply and drainage systems, effective protection from floods, safe 
land for housing or sound public health systems.  

 Second, the impoverishment of slum dwellers, refugees and displaced persons often 
compels them to live in hazard prone locations such as low-lying areas and landfill sites 
or in substandard, crowded and insanitary housing, with un-regulated and unsafe 
construction and inadequate or non-existent services. 

 Third, these conditions expose communities to a number of multiple hazards, i.e. 
‘stress bundles’ that result from the interplay of physical, geological, environmental and 
human factors in precipitating humanitarian crises. The socio-ecological and economic 
conditions of urban areas make it much harder for urban systems to withstand or cope 
effectively with extreme weather events than those of rural areas. Where there are high 
vulnerabilities, even a small increase in hazards can result in disaster. 

The growth in this ‘vulnerability gap’ in urban areas has specific implications for 
development and disaster risk reduction and can be attributed to a number of factors, 
including: limited knowledge; inadequate financial resources to reduce risks and 
vulnerabilities; lack of political will on the part of urban authorities; and a high proportion of 
urban households and communities who have limited capacity to reduce risk. The latter 
frequently lack adequate income, affordable insurance, savings or other assets. They 
generally have limited political influence and are affected by high land prices (often driven 
up by speculation) and corrupt practices in land-use management, all of which combine and 
force people to live in high-risk areas. Overall, these factors increase the risk that disasters 
will devastate both the built environment and the social economy, resulting in longer term 
and more extensive setbacks to development. 
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The impact of climate change in the urban context 
While disaster events have long had the capacity to disrupt urban communities, livelihoods 
and economies, climate change presents a new and systematic challenge to urban 
development and sustainability. In particular, the inability to predict future emissions 
scenarios and the lack of precise knowledge about the impact that these will have on the 
global climatic system, means that urban residents and authorities will have to deal with an 
increasing level of uncertainty around the frequency and intensity of extreme weather 
events. 
The extent to which urban centres are vulnerable to these changes in climate is influenced 
by a range of factors. The location of cities affects the types of climate hazards to which 
they are exposed, and whether they are particularly likely to be affected by higher 
temperatures, changing patterns in precipitation, sea-level rise or more frequent or severe 
extreme events. Socio-economic factors also account for a large proportion of the variability 
in vulnerability to climate change impacts. Exposure to climate risk is particularly evident for 
households and communities living in sites exposed to storm surges, flooding and 
landslides and which lack the resources and options to modify these. Low-income urban 
residents are particularly vulnerable to climate change for a variety of reasons, including: 

 greater exposure to hazards (e.g., through living in makeshift housing on unsafe sites) 

 lack of hazard-reducing infrastructure (e.g., roads that allow emergency vehicle access) 

 less adaptive capacity (e.g., inability to move to less dangerous sites or access savings 
or insurance) 

 lower levels of state assistance 

 inadequate legal and financial protection 

 

“Response and 
recovery activities 
in urban 
environments are 
difficult to manage” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Moving from humanitarian response to disaster prevention 
As the world’s population becomes increasingly concentrated in large cities, there is a 
commensurate rise in the urbanisation of disasters and disaster risk. This presents rapidly 
evolving challenges for international agencies, non-governmental organisations (NGOs), 
and central and local governments in their approach to disaster prevention, response, 
reconstruction and long-term development in an urban setting and is particularly 
problematic in low-income countries where endemic poverty underpins vulnerability to 
disaster events. 

Response and recovery interventions 
Response and recovery activities in urban environments are difficult to manage, largely due 
to the urgency and scale of efforts, and to the invisibility of vulnerable urban groups. 
Numerous and diverse teams are typically working at a scale and speed beyond the day-to-
day experience of local authorities and civil society organisations. Many humanitarian 
organisations face considerable challenges, primarily due to staff turnover and the difficulty 
in maintaining institutional capacities between large disaster responses.  

Effective coordination and project management among responders is therefore particularly 
critical in the early stages and in urban environments where damage to buildings and 
infrastructure may hamper communication.  
 
Individual agencies may have good internal systems and planning, but there is a lack of 
overall coordination between agencies. This can adversely affect initiatives to support 
livelihoods/employment, shelter/ housing, and urban services such as water and sanitation 
systems, power, communications and transport. Links to environmental planning are 
necessary to assess the impacts of reconstruction, and wider effects of the disaster. An 
effective coordination mechanism is needed to ensure that all relevant needs are 
considered across both departmental divides and diverse stakeholder interests. 

Response organisations can also benefit from partnership with private-sector businesses, 
reaching beyond their typical recruiting pools to access individuals with relevant experience 
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“The global 
humanitarian 
architecture should 
ensure that it is not 
implemented in a 
way that precludes 
critical 
partnerships” 

 

 

 

 

of managing large scale and complex projects in construction and urban development, for 
example engaging with engineers and city planners. Similarly, post-disaster responses 
need a clear communications strategy to convey complex scientific and technical 
knowledge simply, reaching the affected population through local channels. Better links with 
climate scientists and meteorological offices can lead to more effective response and 
reconstruction. 

Lessons from the Haiti earthquake response 
The Haiti earthquake in January 2010 occurred in an urban setting. This was a context 
unfamiliar to many humanitarian actors and it presented significant logistical hurdles. The 
earthquake, which is estimated to have killed more than 220,000 people, injured about 
300,000 people and destroyed or severely damaged more than 310,000 houses, mainly 
affected the capital city Port-au-Prince, with an estimated population of over 3 million. 
About one third of the capital city was heavily affected, including the central district which 
housed the main commercial, ministries and administrative buildings as well as the harbour. 
Communications, transport, water, sanitation and energy infrastructure were severely 
affected. Deaths, injuries and homelessness were far greater than in other recent 
earthquakes of similar magnitude, primarily because it hit a poor mega city. 

The challenging and complex nature of the humanitarian response to the Haiti earthquake 
has presented the humanitarian community with some key lessons which will serve to 
strengthen future response operations:  

 The need to understand better – and to work more proactively with - various actors 
from outside the humanitarian context, not least military entities, but also the private 
sector.  

 A pressing imperative for more effective engagement with affected governments and 
civil society partners. The global humanitarian architecture should ensure that it is not 
implemented in a way that precludes critical partnerships. 

 The need for the humanitarian community to review how it should adapt to urban 
responses and to identify the necessary expertise, tools, knowledge, and partnerships 
to be able to operate effectively in such environments. Ensuring a better understanding 
of vulnerability – and what this means for humanitarian assistance strategies - is a 
priority. This can be strengthened through better communication with disaster-affected 
populations leading to an improved understanding of the operating context.  

 Strong, decisive and empowered humanitarian leadership, at all levels, is essential. 
Effective and experienced leadership (including within the ‘clusters’) should provide a 
strategic vision resulting in a more efficient, effective, and coherent operational 
response. 

Haiti provides a clear example of what can happen if poorly governed cities pay inadequate 
attention to disaster risk reduction. The devastation caused by the earthquake was 
amplified by limited institutional capacity, inadequate emergency planning and a failure to 
address the structural causes of vulnerability. 

Moving from relief to recovery 
Experiences in recent disasters have highlighted the importance of shifting the focus of 
response from relief to recovery at the earliest opportunity. 

Recovery after a disaster is often seen as an opportunity to rebuild in safer, more secure 
ways. However, the complexity of urban environments can make ‘building back better’ a 
significant challenge. Effective planning and an understanding of the ways in which urban 
areas are at risk, including how patterns differ from rural areas, speed up recovery efforts 
and serve to minimise risks after a disaster. However, in reality, many local governments 
pay limited attention to disaster recovery and mitigation in development plans.  

A recovery plan can support the development of long-range resilience through short-term 
recovery actions. This assists the promotion of redevelopment that is socially just, 
economically viable, environmentally compatible, less vulnerable to hazards, 
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complemented by adequate infrastructure investment, and aligned to long-term urban 
development plans. It is critical that the plan is developed early with the engagement of all 
key stakeholders in the community. In cases where scenarios and potential recovery plans 
are not in place, they should be developed after the event.  

Engagement and participation of local actors 
There is often a gap in coordination between civil society (non-governmental and 
community-based organisations) and municipal governance in cities. This hinders the 
understanding of vulnerable urban groups and of ways to protect those groups from urban 
disasters. It also hinders the sense of ownership by the community that is necessary for the 
sustainability, resilience and long-term effectiveness of recovery activities. In seeking to 
close this gap, participatory approaches to recovery should tap the wealth of knowledge 
and experience available in civil society organisations. The subsequent design and 
implementation of disaster-response programmes would be more effective in meeting 
needs and reducing future risks. 

Early and ongoing consultation with community groups and local development 
organisations throughout the recovery process is an important factor in influencing better 
outcomes. Public consultation is an important element of local governance and is especially 
critical in post-disaster decision-making to ensure public ownership of the recovery plan 
and to anticipate and raise critical issues before decisions are made. The greater the range 
of participants, the greater the opportunity for public officials to educate a wide array of 
stakeholders about poorly understood problems and potential solutions. 

Consultation also gives community members an opportunity to contribute their local 
knowledge and capacities, and can help to address governance weaknesses. Ongoing 
community feedback ensures a better fit between recovery plans and community decision-
making, helping communities to avoid cycles of complacency and weak governance. 
Community involvement can also address the differences in interests among community 
groups that often trap poor and vulnerable residents in risk-prone environments. 

A priority of disaster response should be to expand community capacity to respond to future 
disasters and protect livelihoods. In many cases, community volunteers and community 
organisations play the most important roles at every stage of the disaster response. While 
natural disasters can create social divisions between communities, social capital is crucial 
for mobilising individual members of the community in collective recovery action and in 
advocating effectively for sustained governmental investment in risk reduction. In urban 
environments, social capital is often based less on location than on dispersed social 
networks. This can present challenges for local preparedness and response which benefit 
from strong social links within neighbourhoods. 

The contribution of the military 
Effective disaster management requires the deployment of all available assets and the 
military have a significant role to play in both immediate humanitarian response and in 
longer term disaster risk reduction.  It is generally recognised that national and international 
armies have the training and resources to strengthen capacity and provide immediate 
logistical support, particularly in cases where the civil authorities are overwhelmed by the 
scale of the event. Their role in longer term humanitarian interventions is the subject of 
growing discussion, with some NGOs expressing concern that army involvement could lead 
to a blurring of roles and may be misinterpreted by the local community with the potential to 
‘militarise’ an already volatile situation.  

Effective planning and co-ordination involving all actors at the onset will do much to 
‘normalise’ the role of the armed forces in short, medium and long term activities. This 
should include a clear definition of responsibilities based on an assessment of capability 
and appropriateness to the local situation. It is important that the military recognise local 
sensitivities and that their training is adapted to take account of community perspectives.  

Re-establishing local economies and livelihoods 
While most national and international disaster relief agencies have become increasingly 
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“relocation sites are 
often unsuccessful 
because of the 
distance created 
between the 
original and new 
settlements” 

 

 

effective in rapid response to disasters, they are less effective in developing longer-term 
responses that allow the survivors to rebuild their homes and livelihoods.  

Because local livelihoods are reliant on the local labour market and local economic 
dynamism, UN-HABITAT recommends that ‘pro-poor’ market recovery – making markets 
work for the poor – should be a standard aspect of disaster relief and recovery efforts. 
Suggestions on how to implement a pro-poor response include: rapidly assessing pre-
existing markets; supply and value chains; re-establishing ‘foundation markets’ which 
deliver products and services that underpin the development and participation of crisis-
affected populations; and buying locally whenever possible. 

Alongside market recovery initiatives, a number of other innovative approaches have been 
developed to strengthen livelihoods in vulnerable communities. These include initiatives to 
increase access to credit and financing and to utilise existing markets in ways that 
recognise that livelihoods are often multi-faceted and both depend on, and help create, 
robust local economic activity. Microfinance, in particular, has emerged as an effective 
means of increasing access to credit, savings and other financial services in poor and 
vulnerable communities. Microfinance can strengthen coping mechanisms and increase 
resilience to disasters by providing access to credit and other financial services that enable 
investment in higher-yield livelihood strategies, diversify livelihood strategies, and support 
investment in risk-reduction measures. Recent innovative measures to provide cash 
support (i.e. cash transfer mechanisms) for affected households have proved effective and 
can also stop the erosion of household assets, which is particularly serious for low-income 
groups 

Land issues, settlements and housing 
Disasters invariably impact on housing, land and property, particularly in cities and towns 
where there is high demand and competition. Land-specific risks following conflict or 
disaster include:  

 difficulty finding appropriate land for temporary living centres and long-term 
resettlement  

 powerful individuals taking advantage, leading to land-grabbing  

 displaced people unable to return to their former homes (especially renters, squatters 
and the landless)  

 uncertainty of tenure and land rights because of a lack of records and failure to identify 
heirs in an authoritative manner (for example in the absence of wills). 

To mitigate against future disasters it may be necessary to relocate communities away from 
high-risk areas, but this should be a last resort. Although the vulnerability of relocated 
families is almost always reduced, relocation sites are often unsuccessful because of the 
distance created between the original and new settlements. Even in temporary housing 
programmes, beneficiaries prefer to stay near their own destroyed homes rather than in 
locations further away. In the long term, the failure to recognise the importance of location 
results in families moving back to the same high-risk areas. In the urban context, this is 
especially critical with informal settlements, whose residents often value proximity to urban 
centres despite the increased risk of living in the hazard-prone areas. These are often the 
only central areas available and affordable to them, and close to their source of livelihood. 
In both temporary housing and relocation programmes, it is important to pay attention to 
existing community networks and social systems. As with livelihoods, social capital is a 
critical resource for the urban poor and particularly for potentially vulnerable groups. 

Dwellers in informal settlements generally have no land tenure or official documentation 
confirming ‘ownership’ of the land and house. In the aftermath of a disaster, this lack of 
documentation, combined with the difficulty of access to local government, can be highly 
problematic. For example, disaster relief and support for rebuilding often depend on proof 
of residence and identity cards. Experience has shown that people will often resist advice to 
move to safer sites when warned about an approaching storm or flood as they fear they will 
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not be allowed to return home. As a result, unless disaster aid adapts to work with the 
untitled, the unregistered, the unlisted and the undocumented, it may support and even 
reinforce the inequalities that existed prior to the disaster. 

Urban areas present two very specific challenges for housing:  

 In low and middle-income nations, land prices for housing are usually much higher than 
in rural areas. There are often more official rules and regulations governing the 
acquisition and use of land for housing, which usually restricts available land and 
further increases its price. This is one of the reasons why so much of the urban 
population in low- and middle-income nations lives on land that is illegally occupied or 
illegally subdivided (i.e., the land-use plan did not get official approval). High land 
prices also put pressure on local municipalities to open high-risk areas for construction. 
Indeed, for much urban expansion, the ‘solution’ to the lack of institutional capacity for 
land management has been outside the legal framework of building codes and land-
use regulations, and beyond the scope of officially recorded and legally sanctioned land 
transactions. In many cities, some high- and middle-income groups also occupy 
dangerous land sites but there is greater scope for them to reduce risk, receive 
emergency assistance and obtain insurance coverage. City and municipal governments 
can thus be key players in disaster risk creation and amplification or in disaster risk 
reduction. 
 

 For those with limited incomes, the location of the house in relation to employment or 
schooling is as important, or more important, than the quality of the house and the 
security of the tenure.  

In cases where people are traditionally involved in building their own dwellings, owner-
driven housing supported by government or NGOs has been shown to have a number of 
advantages over contractor-driven housing, and leads to higher levels of beneficiary 
satisfaction. Given adequate financial and technical support, many households will 
construct houses better suited to their needs and preferences than houses provided by 
outside agencies. Community-driven ‘upgrading’ of informal settlements, for example, 
improves the quality of housing and can include the infrastructure and services that reduce 
disaster risk. The upgrading of slums has become one of the most common and effective 
ways to improve housing conditions in cities in Latin America and Asia. For example, 
upgrading programmes on sites at risk of flood may incorporate necessary storm drains; 
they may also re-house people who have been re-located to make way for infrastructure 
within the same community. 

Strengthening urban disaster risk reduction and urban climate adaptation 
Disaster events are triggered by natural hazards, however weak governance and 
inadequate risk management can act as significant multipliers. These failings can be 
addressed through recovery and reconstruction but only if prevention is made an explicit 
priority. Experience has shown that the failure to incorporate disaster-risk reduction into all 
stages of disaster response increases the likely impact of future disasters. Disaster 
response should reduce future vulnerability by improving both the urban built environment 
and the resilience of urban social and governance systems. The concept of ‘building back 
better’ connects risk reduction, mitigation, equity, human rights, gender, housing and land 
and property rights and can enable the transition from relief and recovery into long-term 
development. 

Disaster response can help to reduce vulnerability, particularly for low-income households, 
and can lead to the creation of sustainable cities. Response efforts can do this by focusing 
on livelihoods, building community resilience by strengthening civil society and participatory 
governance, and ensuring that ecological management and rights issues are proactively 
addressed in recovery. The ‘World Disasters Report 2010’ emphasises the need to support 
community-level initiatives: in almost all low-income and most middle-income nations, this 
is the only way to ensure that the needs and priorities of those most at risk from disaster 
are addressed. One of the primary recovery strategies should be the empowerment of 



 

Page 9 of 10 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“For those with 
limited incomes, the 
location of the house 
in relation to 
employment or 
schooling is as 
important, or more 
important, than the 
quality of the house 
and the security of 
the tenure” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“climate risk can be 
reduced through a 
better 
understanding of 
the particular 
hazards and 
vulnerability faced 
by urban centres” 

 

 

 

 

inhabitants of high-risk areas by improving their access to information, advice and 
appropriate low-cost construction materials. 

Housing options should be prioritised to prevent people from returning to slum and squatter 
settlements in their old high-risk and devastated communities. Alternative housing in low 
risk areas should include proactive environmental management and forward-looking climate 
proofing, with access to appropriate infrastructure and services, and close proximity to 
livelihoods opportunities. According to a study by the Active Learning Network for 
Accountability and Performance in Humanitarian Action (ALNAP), a back-up plan is also 
needed to address the constraints on land availability and political will that undermine most 
efforts to turn recovery into an opportunity for risk reduction. Often, the only way to achieve 
a real reduction in the vulnerability of poor households is by concentrating on the education, 
awareness, and advocacy skill sets of the poor themselves. 

There is greater scope for disaster risk reduction when city and municipal governments 
have sufficient capacity, a focus on their low income households and good relations with 
their citizens. These cities and municipalities illustrate that an urbanising world need not 
‘urbanise’ disaster risks. Most disaster risk reduction is within conventional urban 
management roles – for instance, in land-use management, in strategic urban planning and 
in setting and enforcing regulations for land use, buildings and infrastructure. The 
competence and capacity of city and municipal governments to work with, and support, 
their low income populations is key to the relationship between urbanisation and disaster 
risk. 

There is a need to focus on climate change and how it impacts urban centres, while 
recognising that good practice in disaster risk reduction is at the core of climate change 
adaptation. Without adequate adaptation, the next few decades are likely to see an 
unprecedented rise in disaster risk with the onset of more intense or frequent storms, 
precipitation, heat-waves and drought. 

Cities can address climate change through both reduction in greenhouse gas emissions 
and consequence management. 

As a starting point, climate risk can be reduced through a better understanding of the 
particular hazards and vulnerability faced by urban centres. This is a context-specific 
process but there are several underlying principles that can be followed:  

 Projected climate scenarios and their likely impacts need to be understood. However 
future projections have their limitations in that there are many uncertainties about the 
extent of climate change and the subsequent impact on cities.   

 A detailed analysis is needed to identify the most vulnerable groups, areas, sectors and 
how they may be affected – a process that has much in common with assessing 
vulnerability to disasters.  

 The combined impact of direct and indirect factors needs to be taken into account. This 
should recognise both the effects of climate change and the implications for urban 
residents of policies formulated to address these.  

 Existing capacities to respond and adapt must be assessed. With the exception of the 
climate projection component, this is already good practice in identifying vulnerability to 
a range of extreme events. 

Cities can also concentrate adaptive capacities: economic resources, diversified food 
sources, a wide range of income-generating opportunities, transmission mechanisms for 
early warning systems and efficiencies of scale for emergency responses -all have the 
potential to be strengthened in urban areas. 
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 Recommendations 
 Managing humanitarian crises is best done proactively through development planning 

to build resilience and adaptation rather than reactively by humanitarian action. 
However, humanitarian response should consider adaptation and resilience strategies 
as ways of enhancing the capacity of local populations to respond to climate change 
impacts on the urban environments. 

 Despite the susceptibility of urban areas, there is insufficient data to accurately map, 
assess and predict the distribution of urban ‘hotspots’ (regions, cities and areas within 
cities) at risk of disasters and humanitarian emergencies. Better mapping is critical for 
preparedness planning and the effective operational capacity of humanitarian 
organisations. 

 There is a need to better understand the distinctive nature and potential of urban 
response and risk reduction. Issues related to urban risk, preparedness and response 
are typically debated and addressed within particular specialisations and silos – 
development planning, emergency management, humanitarian response, 
environmental management or climate change – with little cross-disciplinary dialogue. 
There is a clear need to bridge this divide by relating issues of urban risk and response 
to longer-term development. 

 Local, regional and national planning will be enhanced at the onset by the inclusion of 
all actors to ensure co-ordination and a clear assignment of roles taking account of 
available resources and in keeping with community needs. This should include an 
assessment of civil and military capacities. 

 Partnerships need to be forged between operational agencies, academic groups and 
think tanks to do more applied research on what works well in urban disaster contexts. 
Real-time analysis and learning in urban responses may be especially useful for 
strengthening collective understanding. This collective effort needs to be practically 
focused, and help to develop new innovative tools and techniques that are relevant for 
undertaking disaster-related work in urban settings. 

 Better documentation of good practice will demonstrate the vital role of governance 
capacity and civil society structures in developing humanitarian responses to urban 
crises induced by disasters (including climate change impacts). 

 Conclusion 
Urban disaster risk reduction is possible. Good local land-use management supported by 
local risk assessments can transform urban plans into disaster reduction plans, as unsafe 
sites are avoided or made safe. Good upgrading programmes for informal settlements that 
are well advised about risk reduction measures can dramatically reduce disaster risk. A 
framework of support from higher levels of government and international agencies is 
required. Learning networks need to be nurtured for city authorities, urban professionals 
and citizen groups. Overall, this needs a sea-change in the preparedness and capacity of 
most bilateral aid agencies to work in urban areas with urban organisations and local 
authorities. 

Finally, it is important to recall that the impact of disasters and humanitarian crises 
escalates when disaster management fails. This can be linked to the failure of development 
policies to enhance governance and institutional capacity compounded by unsuccessful 
efforts to address economic and social redistribution. Risk and vulnerability are first and 
foremost socially constructed phenomena. The linkage of disasters to underlying structural 
conditions is critical. There is much that can be done to improve disaster management by 
mainstreaming it into economic, social and spatial development strategies. 
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Wilton Park reports are brief summaries of the main points and conclusions of a 
conference. The reports reflect rapporteurs’ personal interpretations of the proceedings – 
as such they do not constitute any institutional policy of Wilton Park nor do they necessarily 
represent the views of the rapporteur. 

Should you wish to read other Wilton Park reports, or participate in upcoming Wilton Park 
conferences, please consult our website www.wiltonpark.org.uk  

To receive our e-newsletter and latest updates on conferences subscribe to 
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