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21st Century trends: urbanization 
and disasters 
We are seeing two distinct but intertwined trends becoming 
readily evident in the 21st century. The first is urbanization. 
2008 marked the first time in history where more people 
lived in urban centers than outside of them (see Chart 1). 1 
Drawn to economic, educational, and social opportunities, 
the migration towards cities is undeniable and irreversible. 
According to the United Nation’s (UN) Population 
Division’s projections, nearly all of the world’s population 
growth in the next few decades will be in urban areas in 
low-and middle-income countries. By 2030 this number will 
swell to almost 5 billion (see Chart 2).  Most of this urban 
growth will be concentrated heavily in Africa and Asia.

The second trend we see in the 21st century is the 
increasing numbers of disasters and the increasing numbers 
of people affected by those disasters (see Chart 3). From the 
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The Sendai tsunami, floods in Bangkok, earthquake 

in Christchurch: three different disasters of 2011 

– all in densely populated areas. With the rate of 

massive growth now taking place in cities and urban 

centers around the world, the likelihood of another 

natural disaster hitting the urban poor is only rising.

1 Bloom, David E.  and Tarun Khanna, 2007, “The Urban Revolution,” Finance and 
Development, September 2007,  IMF

Indian Ocean tsunami of 2004 to the Pakistan floods of 2010, 
disasters are affecting significantly more people now than they 
did 50 years ago. 

The Center for Research on the Epidemiology of Disasters 
(CRED) maintains an emergency disaster database called 

2010 Haiti Earthquake destruction
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Graph Source: Chris Cortex (2009) at the Center for Excellence

Total Number of Disasters 
(1960 to 2008, EM-DAT)

Number of People Affected 
(1960 to 2008, EM-DAT)

Natural Disaster Risk

Africa

Americas

Europe

Asia

Oceania

1960 2008 1960 2008

Chart 3. Natural Disaster Risk

Graph adapted from slide by Chris Cortex, Center for Excellence (2009)

EM-DAT. An event is categorized as a natural disaster if it 
kills 10 or more people or leaves at least 100 people injured, 
homeless, displaced or evacuated. According to the EM-
DAT, the total natural disasters reported each year has been 
steadily increasing in recent decades, from 78 in 1970 to 
348 in 2004. 2 These disasters include droughts, tsunamis, 
hurricanes, typhoons and floods and have been increasing 
over the past 25 years. In 1980, there were only about 100 
such disasters reported per year but that number has risen to 
over 300 a year since 2000. 

What these two trends tell us is this: the world’s growing 
population is concentrating in urban centers. At the same 
time, the number of disasters is increasing and the numbers 
of people affected by those disasters are too. The intersection 
of these two trends is the face of disaster response in the 
21st century: humanitarian responses increasingly being 
mounted in complex urban environments. 

the Paradigm shif t

In the 19th and 20th centuries, disasters disproportionately 
affected more families in rural areas than in urban areas. 
Characterized by sparse populations living in close proximity to 
their food sources, rural disasters presented unique challenges 
which led to the creation of a standard way of providing help 
to families in need. By handing out food, distributing tents and 
water to families, providing healthcare, and creating rudimentary 
sanitation infrastructure, aid organizations were able to meet the 
basic needs of most families. 

The 21st century urban disaster will present unique challenges 
to the traditional approaches to disaster response. We can break 
down the challenge into three primary areas:

1. From household to neighborhood— the focus of 
assistance:  In the past, aid organizations identified the 
individual household as the primary unit of intervention based 
on sparse populations living on discrete land parcels in rural 
areas. Because each household was mostly self-sufficient in terms 
of livelihood pattern, food production, housing and sanitation, 
aid organizations could design their interventions around 
individual households. In an urban context, there is significantly 
more integration and interconnectedness of households. 
Targeting at the household level is rarely possible because few 
urban households own the land on which they live and fewer 
still produce enough food for the family. In most urban areas, 
households do not maintain individual water sources and 
sanitation outlets but are connected by common water and sewer 
infrastructure. The 21st century urban disaster presents difficulties 
in designing aid programs around the individual household. A 
different neighborhood based approach becomes necessary.

Shelter recipients in Haiti gathering to do laundry.
2 Than, Ker, 2005, “Scientists: Natural Disasters Becoming More Common,” courtesy of www.
livescience.com, retrieved from http://www.livescience.com/414-scientists-natural-disasters-
common.html  on February 28, 2012.

Chart 2. Past and Predicted Growth of World Urban 
and Rural Populations (in millions)

Source: United Nations (2008)
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2. Urban livelihoods: Urban livelihoods can take on 
many forms but the primary objective of that livelihood 
is to earn money to enable the family to purchase those 
household items most urgently needed. This approach 
differs significantly from the rural livelihood which 
revolves around producing sufficient food for the family 
and selling whatever surplus remains. In an urban context, 
where families rely on purchasing those items the family 
needs most, any interruption to a family’s ability to earn 
income can be disastrous. Urban disasters lead to loss of 
employment and frequently result in price increases for food, 
water, and essential commodities. The urban family is hit 
disproportionately hard by disaster because those items the 
family most needs are increasing in price at the same time 
when the family has less money to spend on them.  The 
urban poor, particularly migrants, often lack financial social 
and physical assets (i.e. money, connections and property) 
to rely upon when there is a reduction of or interruption in 
income or when a price shock reduces the purchasing power 
of that income. 3 Urban livelihoods patterns are oftentimes 
more complex and interrelated than farm-based rural 
livelihoods and rely on the functioning of markets (see “The 
importance of markets” right). The 21st century challenge 

will be to better understand and address urban livelihoods 
with their unique vulnerabilities (to price shocks, supply 
failures, for instance) and complexities.

3. The importance of markets: Urban populations rely 
almost exclusively on buying whatever goods they need from 
the market. In an urban setting, markets are integral to survival.  
Small businesses and shop owners are the drivers of the economy 
in many cities in developing countries. Aid organizations are 
increasingly recognizing the significance of supporting markets 
in the wake of disaster. In rural contexts following a disaster, 
many aid organizations distribute food and goods (blankets, 
water containers, plastic sheeting, etc.) directly to vulnerable 
families bypassing area markets. The thinking is that either 
the market is unable to provide the needed items or is too far 
away to allow the family to get what it needs quickly. In urban 
contexts markets are more robust and proximate. The 21st 
century challenge for aid organizations will be how to best 
utilize area markets in relief programs so that the drivers of 
economic recovery, small businesses, are supported during the 
administering of relief and not bypassed. The quicker markets 
can be restored, the more effective they can become in meeting 
the recovery needs of disaster-affected families. 

A market in Accra, Ghana

3 World Disasters Report 2010 - Urban Risk, The International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC) Retrieved from 
http://www.ifrc.org/Global/Publications/disasters/WDR/wdr2010/WDR2010-English-3.pdf on February 28, 2012.
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The success of a relief operation cannot be measured only by its efficiency and effectiveness in the first weeks and months; the real 
test is to assess if communities are left more resilient and better prepared for when the next disaster strikes. 4 As these areas are 
generally locations where infrastructure is centralized, it can make the immediate response more difficult. 

Katye (Haitian Creole for “Neighborhood”) is a project funded by USAID’s Office of Foreign Disaster Assistance currently 
being implemented by CHF International with partner PCI in the Ravine Pintade area of Port-au-Prince, one of the 
neighborhoods most brutalized by the 2010 earthquake. Two-thirds of the over 1,000 families living in the area were left 
homeless by the disaster. 

The response in Haiti was made more challenging by damages to logistical installations. CHF’s initial focus was on rubble 
removal and shelter construction. As we implemented these programs, we began to imagine a more integrated approach where 
the holistic needs of a neighborhood would be met and where long-term reconstruction goals could be implemented at an early 
stage of disaster recovery. CHF decided that a new approach was needed with the neighborhood as the unit of intervention. 
Katye includes elements of shelter, disaster recovery, risk reduction, rubble removal, water and sanitation, health, livelihoods and 
protection of vulnerable populations.

Community Urban Planning
Before the earthquake, Ravine Pintade was an informal settlement with poor 
housing, infrastructure and planning, which exacerbated the effects of the 
earthquake. CHF worked with the community to plan their neighborhood and the 
reconstruction process for a safer, healthier environment. Reconstruction focused 
on access roads, drainage, market spaces, waste removal, water and sanitation. 
CHF mapped out the neighborhood in its chaotic state with the community, then 
provided options that created more land space through better planning, as well as 
space-saving options, such as two-story shelters. The community in some cases also 
sacrificed some of their land to accomodate necessary infrastructure. This process 
helped to ensure acceptance of changes, community cohesion and local ownership, 
leading to an increased likelihood of sustainability. The central idea here is to involve 
the community in the redesign of its neighborhood at the earliest stages of the 
reconstruction process.

Disaster Risk Reduction
Disaster risk reduction is essential, both on the physical and human level. With our partners, CHF constructed durable shelters 
that are used as the core of future homes. There are a variety of models, from two-floor, steel framed shelters (an approach that 
maximizes space and is particularly useful in densely populated areas) to timber framed, 
stucco walled shelters that provide a sanitary, safe home for a family. Our shelters are 
seismically and hurricane resistant (they can withstand category three hurricane winds.) 
These shelters were built on retaining walls that were essential to stabilizing the foundations 
and to encourage better homeowner driven construction on more solid footing. As informal 
settlements are perched alongside a ravine and watershed, the drainage built through the 
entire zone mitigates the effects of heavy rains that weaken the ground in the area. Finally, 
circulation paths to provide emergency access in case of fire, flood or earthquake were one 
of the greatest priorities given by the community as many residents were killed between the 
buildings in trying to escape the densely packed neighborhood. 

CHF, with its partner, PCI, also worked to ensure protection of vulnerable residents. By 
keeping their networks and support mechanisms in place, residents recovered more quickly. 
The Katye project also ensured protection of vulnerable residents—women, children, 

CHF International’s Response to the 21st Century Challenge:  
How to mount a relief operation in a complex urban environment 

4 “Disaster Mitigation, Preparedness and Response: A Community Participation Approach”, Rademacher. Y., 2010

Case Study: Haiti: the Neighborhood Approach – the new unit of intervention 
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elderly—by providing safe spaces and safer access to 
water and latrines with the placement of services in 
well-lit areas (solar lights installed). A clinic accessable 
to all was opened to the neighboring communities with 
a significant amount of community health workers 
trained and training the community against cholera 
and other imminent health dangers. Returning people 
to their own communities reduces violence, crime 
and disorder; facilitates access to employment; and 
maintains community cohesion. By keeping their 
networks and support mechanisms in place, residents 
collectively recover together at a quicker pace than if 
done on their own. 

Land Tenure and stimulating a rental market

Haiti lacks a comprehensive, working system for 
recording land tenure. According to local estimates, 
before the earthquake, customary arrangements 
characterized the tenure of Haiti with only 40 percent 
of landowners having documents,  such as a legal title or 
transaction receipt. 5

In this challenging environment, CHF adapted 
traditional approaches to unique local conditions. 
Keeping families and communities intact was our 
ultimate goal, so we turned to the community to take 
part in our assessment and mapping. Due to lack of 
formal documentation, we also relied on local residents 
to verify information. To have shelters built in their 
lots, land owners were asked to bring witnesses to verify 
that they were actually living in that property before 
the earthquake struck. Witnesses were asked to sign 
affidavits and the new information was recorded—
this information is, in turn, made available to the 
government to help institute land ownership records.

But there was still the question of what to do with 
those who did not own any property before the disaster 
and had been made homeless. The solution also turned 
out to be a source of income for the landowners. CHF 
agreed to build an additional shelter on a landowner’s 
lot if the landowner would allow a homeless family 
to live there for two years rent free. After those two 
years, the landlord can begin collecting rent. This way, 
we worked together with the community to formalize 
an informal system that was already in place, while at 
the same time creating a rental market integrated with 
existing market conditions. 

Case Study: Haiti: the Neighborhood Approach – the new unit of intervention 
continued

5 Giampaoli, Peter and Mark Freudenberger, 2010, “USAID Issue Brief, Land Tenure and Property Rights in Haiti”

Box 1.What features make KATYE unique? 

KATYE Traditional Relief Response

Neighborhood as unit of 
intervention 

Family or individual as unit of 
intervention

Holistic approach; rubble 
removal, disaster recovery, 
risk reduction, water 
and sanitation, health 
combined

Isolated programs focused on 
specific issues: rubble removal, 
disaster recovery, risk reduction, 
water and sanitation

High level of community 
involvement and 
ownership 

Limited community involvement 

Longer term development 
focus, with immediate 
impact

Immediate relief focus

 
Lessons Learned
Katye was designed as a pilot program for the humanitarian 
assistance community. A number of lessons we learned from 
Katye that apply to urban disasters are as follows:

 � There is a need for experts with specific skills. Beyond 
even shelter construction and rubble removal expertise, 
there is a real need for people with urban planning and civil 
engineering backgrounds. The more complicated the urban 
environment, the higher the level of skills required. At the 
same time, the community mobilization skills required in rural 
disasters remain essential.

 � Involve the community at every step. A neighborhood-
based unit of intervention must involve the entire community 
for ensuring sustainability and also because of the complex 
inter-relationships of markets, livelihoods and families in 
a densely packed community. A household-by-household 
approach would make land tenure an insurmountable problem.

 � Coordination between agencies. Where common road, 
sewer or water infrastructure exists, coordination between 
implementing agencies and governments becomes all the 
more essential. The same applies for long-term planning and 
accomodation of future infrastructure. All agencies working 
on a neighborhood basis must ensure that contiguous 
infrastructure is compatible.
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a third trend – Costly disasters

Not only are urban disasters becoming more common, they are 
also becoming increasingly expensive and their economic impact 
magnified. The estimated economic cost of the 2011 Japan 
earthquake and tsunami was US$235 billion, making it the most 
expensive natural disaster in world history6 while the Christchurch 
earthquake is estimated to have cost insurers $17-25 billion7. Urban 
centers are the drivers of a country’s economy so when disaster 
occurs in an urban area, the cost and economic impact is significant. 

The rising costs and economic impact of urban disasters, 
while concerning, are leading to some positive outcomes. The 
staggering costs of rebuilding and the economic losses associated 
with urban disasters are leading many governments to focus 
additional resources on disaster preparedness and mitigation 
activities. Collectively known as disaster risk reduction (DRR) 
activities, country and municipal-level governments are looking 
for ways to reduce the damages associated with disaster. 
Whether through improved building codes, enforcing no-build 
zones along shorelines, prohibiting construction in flood plains, 
or creating infrastructure designed to mitigate disaster (e.g.: 
flood retention walls), city governments are to a greater extent 
investing precious resources into DRR activities in an effort to 
minimize the economic impact of disaster when it does occur. 

Founded in 1952, CHF International currently operates in over 20 countries and territories. CHF’s mission is to be a catalyst 
for long-lasting positive change in low- and moderate-income communities around the world, helping them improve their 
social, economic and environmental conditions.  
For more information, please visit our website at:  www.chfinternational.org
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Economic Losses Due to Natural Disasters 
from 1950 to 20008

Damage from 2011 Tsunami and Earthquake in Ishinomaki, Japan

being PrePared for the future

The 20th century image of relief agencies driving trucks 
through dusty landscapes and throwing branded sacks of food 
and water to starving families will gradually fade from our 
television screens. In the urban disaster, food and water will 
come from nearby local markets, as the urban economy shifts 
and adjusts to the shock of the disaster and vendors seek new 
suppliers. The agro-pastoralist with his starving livestock 
will be seen less frequently; the impacted citizen may be a 
plumber, a taxi driver or a day-laborer. And flooded rivers will 
not destroy just farmland; more and more we will see images 
of drowned slums, residents paddling boats between roofs 
and floating cars.

Disasters are inevitable. Demographic and geographic 
changes mean that they will increasingly affect families in 
urban areas. Responding to the complexities and challenges 
of an urban disaster is a daunting task. However, the 
lessons from Port-au-Prince, Sendai, Christchurch, and 
Bangkok portend that the aid community is responding to 
the challenges. 

With continued investment in DRR activities, municipal 
governments can mitigate the impact of those disasters 
when they do occur. Where families and neighborhoods are 
affected, through interventions like CHF’s Katye program, 
the humanitarian community, in close cooperation with 
host governments, is adapting to the new world around us 
to mount aid programs that are designed around the unique 
complexities of the urban environment. 

6 Kim, Victoria, 2011 “Japan damage could reach $235 billion, World Bank estimates”. Los 
Angeles Times. Retrieved from http://www.latimes.com/business/la-fgw-japan-quake-
world-bank-20110322,0,3799976.story on February 28, 2012.

7 Rotherham, Fiona, 2011 “Quake rebuild will eat into GDP,” Fairfax NZ News. Retrieved 
from http://www.stuff.co.nz/business/rebuilding-christchurch/4984173/Quake-rebuild-will-
eat-into-GDP on February 28, 2012

8  United Nations Development Programme Bureau for Crisis Prevention and Recovery, 
“Reducing Disaster Risk: A Challenge for Development,” 2004, p. 13. Retrieved from http://
www.undp.org/content/dam/undp/library/crisis%20prevention/Reducing%20Disaster%20
Risk_undp_english.pdf on February 28, 2012.
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Source: Munich Re
Graph adapted from United Nations Development Programme Bureau for Crisis Prevention 
and Recovery, “Reducing Disaster Risk: A Challenge for Development,” 2004, p. 13.


