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Chapter 1

Risk management
In urban Africa:
Key context and
concepts
Policy pointers
• As sub-Saharan Africa’s population is increasingly urbanising, so is
its exposure to urban risk. Given that the bulk of this urbanisation
is occurring in the smaller urban centres where urban governance
capacities are typically weak, these towns will need to become the
priority area for risk-reduction interventions.
• To better understand the nature and scale of urban risk and how
urbanisation is shaping the social and spatial distribution of risk,
more detailed local data is required. As shown in this chapter, new
methodologies are presented to better inform how policies tailored
to local needs and priorities can promote urban risk reduction.
• It is critical to address the full spectrum of urban risk,
encompassing ‘extensive risk’ (everyday hazards and small
disasters) as well as ‘intensive risk’ (large-scale disasters).
Reducing extensive and intensive risk requires coordinated policy
approaches involving, among others, urban planning, public
health, environmental and disaster management, and climate
change adaptation.
• Urban risk reduction policy is required to: a) inform on risks
and their reduction; b) provide for inclusive decision-making
processes; and c) mediate between hazard outcomes, dynamic risk
governance processes and planning procedures to assure, among
others, access to safe water and sanitation, and solid waste
collection, as well as safe and secure land for housing as key
mechanisms for building resilience and reducing risk.

Major disaster databases tend to exclude smaller, everyday hazards such as road traffic
injuries despite the significant impacts they can have on the lives of urban dwellers
© Manfred Thuerig
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Sub-Saharan Africa’s rapid urbanisation presents
opportunities to plan and manage for more resilient
and sustainable towns and cities. Although, urban
decision makers and risk managers are rising to the
challenge, they need better information on urban
risks and more action at the local level. Notably, public
health and disaster risk preparedness and wider
management need to come together to tackle the
spectrum of risks. This book draws on the experience
and analysis of risk planners, urban managers and
community actors in cities across sub-Saharan Africa.
All were partners in the Urban Africa Risk Knowledge
(Urban ARK) programme, see www.urbanark.org
for more detail and supporting documents on each
chapter. The aim is to provide insight and experience in
breaking cycles of urban risk accumulation by linking
science and policy to produce knowledge and action
in an approach we call ‘co-production’. Risk reduction
innovations are developed to contribute to the
knowledge of how to make sub-Saharan African cities
and towns more resilient and sustainable.
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Harnessing urbanisation for risk reduction
in sub-Saharan Africa
Sub-Saharan Africa is rapidly urbanising and the forecast
is that, by 2040, more Africans will live in urban than in
rural areas, amounting to 854 million urban dwellers
(UNDESA, 2015). Yet, in many African towns and cities
development actors have been slow to respond with
increased capacity to plan and manage this rapid urban
growth. Without appropriate interventions, growing
urban populations imply more vulnerability to disasters
of all types and scales. It leads to processes of risk
accumulation that pose threats to poverty reduction
and sustainable development (Adelekan et al., 2015).

Urban data gaps
Stakeholders at all levels are rising to the challenge of
urban risk reduction. But major data gaps limit their
understanding of the nature and scale of urban risks
and how urbanisation is influencing the social and
spatial distribution of risk.
Most data on everyday health outcomes and
disaster losses are aggregated at the national level. This
obscures important differences in how the impacts of
different hazards vary across urban areas and locations
in different city sizes, between genders, ages and
human abilities (Osuteye, Johnson and Brown, 2016).
Major disaster databases also tend to exclude
smaller, everyday hazards – ranging from infectious
diseases to road traffic injuries and localised floods –
despite the significant cumulative impacts they can
have on the lives and livelihoods of urban dwellers,
particularly the urban poor (Pelling and Wisner,
2009). Analysis needs to be broadened to encompass
the full range of hazards affecting the inhabitants
of African towns and cities and to capture key social
characteristics with particular attention to gender.

Understanding urban trajectories shaping risk
Available data allows us to make some tentative
generalisations about urban trajectories shaping risk
in African towns and cities. Firstly, smaller urban
centres (<500,000 inhabitants) contain nearly half
of sub-Saharan Africa’s urban population and are
expected to accommodate a large share of all future

urban growth (Satterthwaite, 2015). But many small
and intermediate urban centres lack the capacity
to plan urban growth, manage risk and adapt to
emerging hazards (Wisner et al., 2015). Many of the
future challenges for risk reduction will thus need
to be concentrated outside the largest cities which
currently attract most attention.
Secondly, large cities of more than 1 million
and mega-cities of more than 10 million inhabitants
remain important priorities for risk reduction given
their strategic economic importance and the large
number of people and assets they concentrate. At
present there are two mega-cities in sub-Saharan
Africa: Lagos (Nigeria) and Kinshasa (Democratic
Republic of Congo). While data shows these largest
cities are not growing especially fast absolute numbers
are considerable with medium-sized millionaire
cities continuing rapid growth (McGranahan and
Satterthwaite, 2014).
Thirdly, the urban poor are typically more at risk
since they tend to live in poorly serviced and hazardprone areas. These are often, but not exclusively,
informal settlements that combine exposed locations
with lack of service provision, complicated by illegal
status inhibiting government recognition and
investment. Consequently, the urban poor tend to
suffer disproportionately, not only from disasters but
also from biological pathogens. Much more needs to
be understood about the practices of communities
working to reduce risk as part of their ongoing efforts
to access secure housing and basic services.

Conceptualising the risk spectrum
The full risk spectrum encompasses everyday, small and
large events. This is important since evidence shows that
the cumulative impacts of what is termed ‘extensive
risks’ (including everyday hazards such as infectious
and parasitic disease or road traffic injuries) and small
disasters (such as localised landslides and floods) are
greater than those of what is termed ‘intensive risks’
(i.e. larger, less frequent disaster events such as tropical
storms, earthquakes and floods). Addressing the full risk
spectrum opens up opportunities to better understand:
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• The relative importance of different hazards
(biological, environmental and human-made) in
terms of losses and impacts;
• The specific forms that vulnerability takes among
separate identities (such as women, infants, children
and the elderly) in relation to different hazards;
• The interactions between multiple hazards, including
cascading failures where the impacts of an event
leads to knock-on effects, for example where damage
to electricity supply caused by local flooding in a substation or drought and failure of hydro-electric power
generation can have knock-on effects on pumping of
drinking water or drainage in the city, public lighting
and traffic flow or personal safety; and
• The underlying drivers of risk that are linked to
poverty, poorly planned and/or managed urban
growth, and climate change.

Bringing together policy, practice, and science
This book aims to help those responsible in cities respond
to three key challenges which hamper efforts to integrate
risk reduction into urban development processes:
1. A lack of detailed disaggregated data on the social,
spatial and temporal distribution of losses and
disaster impacts, especially for low-income population
strata and those living in informal settlements;
2. A lack of systematic analysis of the ways in which
urbanisation, spatial planning, urban governance
and climate change are influencing existing/future
risk; and
3. Inadequate human capacity and coordination among
communities, national and local governments, civil
society, NGOs and the private sector.
This book is targeted particularly at the local
government level, since this is where decisions about
land management, services provision, risk-reducing
infrastructures and planning are often taken.
Our work is guided by four interlinked
programmes (see Box 2) that bring together
development practitioners, epidemiologists, natural
hazard scientists, climatologists, disaster risk
managers, sociologists and urban planners. The
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Key terms and definitions used
by Urban ARK
Risk: The likelihood of future loss and damage. This is
composed of hazard, exposure and vulnerability.
Hazard: The potential for harm caused by a natural or
human-induced event.
Exposure: The presence of people, livelihoods,
environmental services and resources, infrastructures or
economic, social or cultural assets in places that could be
adversely affected.
Vulnerability: The propensity or predisposition to be
adversely affected.
Disaster: A situation or event which overwhelms local
capacity, necessitating a request to the national or
international level for external assistance.
Resilience: The ability of a system and its component parts
to anticipate, absorb, accommodate or recover from the
effects of a hazardous event in a timely and efficient manner,
including through ensuring the preservation, restoration or
improvement of its essential basic structures and functions
without preventing capacity for transformation.

programmes offer new opportunities for coordination
across disciplinary boundaries.

Addressing dynamic processes and
cross-cutting themes
The evidence and experience presented in this
book argues for a focus on factors that mediate the
relationship between hazard outcomes (everyday, small
and large) on the one hand and dynamic processes of
risk governance on the other. These factors form entry
points for risk reduction policy and include:
• Safe water and sanitation;
• Solid waste management;
• Safe land and secure tenure for housing;
• Public health;
• Knowledge about risk and its reduction;
• Social conflict; and
• Decision-making processes and planning procedures.

Risk management in urban Africa

Four interlinked programmes of work
1. Vulnerability Assessment which, through deploying
vulnerability and loss assessment methodologies,
focuses on assessing hazards and the underlying socioeconomic and environmental conditions of vulnerability.
Other methodologies involve epidemiology, community
participation, and child- and gender-sensitive approaches.
2. Hazards Assessment appraises (a) multi-hazard
relationships and their impact on infrastructure networks
and land use, including the production of new digitised
land use maps; and (b) climate downscaling to translate
global climate change analysis for use at city scale for
urban planning and decision making.
3. Root Cause Analysis investigates (a) the dynamic
historical processes of urbanisation and governance
in sub-Saharan Africa as they shaped contemporary
hazard, vulnerability and risk management capacity in
response to both everyday hazards and disasters; and
(b) the factors shaping the emergence and contribution
of mediating or intermediate actors around urban
development and risk reduction, with a focus on filling
the governance space between local communities and
local government bodies.
4. Urban Development Planning and Governance
investigates relationships between urban risk production
and reduction through an examination of (a) current
and recent investments in infrastructure, construction
and planning; (b) urban planning policy and regulatory
frameworks; and (c) the underlying power dynamics
between stakeholders that guide urban development,
including organised grassroots and local governance
networks, governments, the private sector and others.

Several crosscutting themes are embedded in the
overall programme as well:
Extensive risk arises from chronic hazards that can
continuously erode people’s health, assets and income,
reducing their capacity to cope with larger-scale events,
to recover, and to reduce future risk.
Gender, among other social identities (e.g. age,
income/class, ethnicity), is significant in determining
who within an urban population is most at risk.
Conflict and violence can intensify the
vulnerability of particular groups but can also arise

The co-production approach ensures
that the knowledge generated by risk
assessments and research is legitimate
and accessible to risk managers in its
conception, generation, dissemination
and application
in the aftermath of a disaster when competition over
resources can aggravate community tensions.
Poverty with its many deprivations renders those
living in ill-served and insecure localities (as is often
the case in informal settlements) among the most
vulnerable to biological and environmental hazards
(everyday, small and large).
The co-production approach ensures that the
knowledge generated by risk assessments and research
is legitimate and accessible to risk managers in its
conception, generation, dissemination and application.

The role of urbanisation in risk reduction
Major international policy frameworks, including the
New Urban Agenda, the Sustainable Development Goals,
and the Sendai Framework for Action, are explicit about
the need for urban resilience in sustainable development.
Risk managers can further these agendas through
capacity building, evidence-based planning and
policy making, and strengthening the sub-Saharan
African policy and academic landscape for resilience.
Examples of impact include:
• Linking disaster risk reduction with urban poverty
reduction and development planning;
• Protecting development gains from the impacts of
climate change and poorly planned and managed
urban growth;
• Addressing the immediate and root causes of risk
linked to poverty, poorly planned and managed
urbanisation, and limited governance capacity,
especially at the local government; and
• Harnessing the synergies between disaster risk
reduction and urban health promotion through the
creation of healthier and more resilient urban living
environments, especially for the urban poor.
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Chapter 2

African urbanism:
implications for risk
accumulation and
reduction
Policy pointers
• Although urban centres in Africa are very diverse, exchanges of
staff and learning of lessons among cities can allow policymakers
to more effectively address shared challenges that can increase
the likelihood of loss of life, reduced economic output and damage
to assets as a result of disasters.
• Making African cities safer for all citizens will require
understanding of and engaging with the social, economic, spatial
and governance factors that create and unevenly distribute risk.
• Risk management needs to be taken into account in all African
urban planning, policy-making and investments, not just those
narrowly addressing climate change or disaster risk reduction.

While inter-state violence in sub-Saharan Africa has decreased in recent decades, urban
violence has increased including through civil rioting
© Duncan Noakes
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The extent to which African cities face climate change
and natural hazard-related disaster risks is shaped by
much more than just their exposure to hazards. Past and
current patterns of urban growth and development have
shaped the context of risk in multiple ways. The urban
economies, spatial form, societies and governance of
African cities all create specific conditions under which
particular threats can turn into disasters. By taking
the underlying circumstances more fully into account,
policymakers and planners can intervene in ways that
will reduce risk to cities and their inhabitants.
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African cities are among the world’s most vulnerable
urban settlements when it comes to disasters because
the risks they face are being compounded by climate
change and rapid demographic shifts. Yet, effective
urban risk reduction strategies are still limited in
most African countries. There have also been few
explicit analyses of how the specific characteristics
of African urbanism drive risk exposure and how the
consequential vulnerabilities can be incorporated in
preparations for and responses to disaster.
This chapter presents the key messages resulting
from a review of the distinguishing features of African
urbanism and their implications for risk creation and
risk reduction. Meeting these needs will also help in
cities contributing to national commitments under the
eleventh Sustainable Development Goal (inclusive, safe,
resilient, and sustainable cities).
Going beyond the often-cited scale and pace of
urban growth in sub-Saharan Africa, this chapter
considers the broad features of African urbanism
(demographic, spatial, connectivity), its social
dimensions (including gender and age), the economic
dimensions (particularly the incidence of poverty
and informality) and the governance practices and
processes that reflect and shape these. The analysis
suggests that the distinctive traits of towns and cities
in sub-Saharan Africa – including fragmentation,
violence and fragility – play a significant role in
creating risk. However, many also offer potential
for addressing risk and breaking cycles of
risk accumulation.

Informality and urban risk
The extent of urban poverty in Africa is frequently
underestimated because most assessments fail to take
into account non-food costs in urban areas (Mitlin and
Satterthwaite, 2013), including housing, transport
and food. Poverty also increases the cost of meeting
other needs, particularly food and water, which lowincome households are often forced to purchase from
informal vendors at higher costs and more variable
quality, with negative consequences for health
and resilience.
The cost of living in urban Africa is also higher
in real terms than in cities in other low-and
middle-income countries. A conservative estimate
suggests that, controlling for per capita GDP and
other factors, urban dwellers in sub-Saharan Africa
pay 11 to 18 per cent more overall than those in

comparable cities worldwide (Gelb and Diofasi, 2015).
This implies that African urban residents spend
a larger share of their income on meeting basic
needs, reducing their budget for such risk reduction
strategies as upgrading their homes.
The large informal sector of most African urban
economies has the potential to exacerbate risks,
especially through environmental degradation.
Informal providers operate outside formal state
oversight and regulation such as water quality
standards or minimum wages. Nevertheless, a vibrant
informal sector also has positive aspects. It often allows
urban residents to find alternative livelihoods in the
absence of formal employment opportunities. Informal
businesses and networks further frequently assume
responsibility for risk mitigation and management
through, for example, savings groups that act as
informal insurance schemes. Successful risk reduction
strategies must therefore acknowledge the significance
of the informal sector and seek collaboration with
informal operators in such sensitive sectors as food,
water and housing (Ziervogel et al., 2017).

Urban form and risk
The majority of African urban dwellers live in cities
and towns of fewer than 500,000 inhabitants. While
there are exceptions, the bulk of small settlements
have lower economic productivity, lower per capita
incomes and, therefore, smaller revenue bases
than larger cities. They typically also have less welldeveloped technical, institutional and financial
capacities. They often struggle to provide risk-reducing
public infrastructures and services.
Inadequate land use planning and rapid
population growth in sub-Saharan African cities have
led to large scale urban sprawl, which comes with
significant costs. Lower population density implies
more expensive per capita infrastructure and services
provision such as roads, sewer networks and health
care. Moreover, much urban sprawl is taking place
in low-elevation coastal zones and deltas, which are
prone to storm surges and flooding.
Urban infrastructures and services are highly
unevenly distributed over sub-Saharan cities. Despite
recent initiatives such as the International Drinking
Water Decade and the Millennium Development
Goals, African governments have largely proven
unable or unwilling to meet the services needs of
their growing urban populations. Rather, between
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Box 1. Everyday risks
The combination of urban sprawl and informality renders
urban dwellers more vulnerable to both everyday hazards
and catastrophic events. Informal settlements are more likely
to be in hazardous localities such as on steep hillslopes or
floodplains (where development may be formally prohibited),
and where they are also less likely to be served by riskreducing infrastructure. Access to safe drinking water and
adequate sanitation are particularly significant leading
to high rates of diarrhoeal diseases. The prominence of
cumulative everyday risks in cities reinforces the need for
cooperation between public health, infrastructure and
services provision, emergency response and other sectors.

1990 and 2015, the share of urban dwellers with water
piped into their premises and/or access to improved
sanitation has decreased in Eritrea, Malawi, Namibia,
Nigeria, Rwanda, Sierra Leone, Zambia and Zimbabwe
(Satterthwaite, 2016). This creates significant everyday
risks for urban populations (see Box 1).

African urban societies and risk
African urban residents experience risk in different
ways, depending on location, income, gender, age and
(dis)ability. Yet, a few common characteristics can be
identified across urban Africa.
Although specific city data are difficult to obtain,
most African cities have a large majority of young people.
The urban age profile has important implications for
risk and resilience because children and young people
are physiologically and psychologically vulnerable to a
larger range of shocks and stresses. Youngsters living
or working on the streets, or in informal settlements,
are particularly susceptible to harm.
Urban violence comes in different intensities and
is produced by diverse actors with multiple goals.
Whether violence is political or personal, it affects
political legitimacy, social cohesion and economic
productivity. It undermines human development,
security and resilience in African cities (Fox and
Hoelscher, 2012). Whereas inter-state violence in subSaharan Africa has decreased over recent decades,
urban violence has increased, including through
communal violence and civil rioting (Raleigh, 2015).
Often, this is a response to poor urban governance
and weak capacity to address inequalities. Xenophobia
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and anti-migrant sentiments have fuelled violence in
some cities, notably in South Africa.
African urbanisation also has implications
for gender dynamics. While women’s experiences
in urban areas are highly varied, gender norms
and discrimination imply that urban women face
different and additional challenges to men. While
men are more likely to be killed in urban Africa,
women are twice as likely to experience physical
violence (UN-Habitat, 2006; in Chant, 2013). Women’s
health care is often deprioritised within family units
and wider societal groups relative to that of males.
Physical violence due to stress from social division
or societal fragmentation is important in shaping the
dynamics from vulnerability to risk production in
African cities. By recognising the above inequalities
and tensions, African urbanisms can offer new and
empowering opportunities. Appropriate economic
and social policies and the full participation of
marginalised groups in the urban economy and
governance decisions can be major factors in
determining empowerment. Although African
urbanisation can help reduce risk for marginalised
groups such as women, children and minorities, it
depends on political will and policy interventions
whether cities will realise the opportunities to
ameliorate the social and political drivers of risk.

African urbanisation also has
implications for gender dynamics.
While women’s experiences in urban
areas are highly varied, gender norms
and discrimination imply that urban
women face different and additional
challenges to men
African urban governance and risk
Weak governance capacities and exclusionary
planning have resulted in much urban development
occurring outside the parameters of official spatial
plans, land regulation, property markets or building
codes (Watson, 2009). Inadequate municipal revenue
bases mean that large investments tend to be shaped
by funds from other sources, including development
finance and loans from international development

Implications for risk accumulation and reduction

banks. Additionally, the absence of effective and
inclusive governance creates a vacuum in which
other different actors initiate projects. Taken
together, this means that investments in African
cities are frequently governed by ‘projects’ rather
than by ‘planning’. Disjointed and fragmented
infrastructure investments are likely to exacerbate
exposure to risk, not least because power relations
dictate that the interests of businesses and highincome households will typically be protected and
prioritised over the well-being of those with lower
levels of political leverage and adaptive capacity.
For example, it is not sufficient to engineer or
maintain one stretch of an urban river if this just
moves flooding to a less-maintained area where risk
then accumulates.
The complexities of governance are exacerbated
both by rapid population growth, which compounds
existing deficits in urban infrastructure and
institutional capacity, and by the scale of informality,
which often concerns developments that do not
comply with official plans and regulations. Therefore,
managing the interplay between formal and informal
land use and planning lies at the heart of urban risk
reduction in Africa.

Informality, poverty, infrastructure
deficits, weak governance and
exclusionary planning all contribute to
the range of everyday and catastrophic
risks facing African urban residents
Engaging with this challenge in practice is
difficult but indications of how this might be
successfully approached can be found in innovative
neighbourhood-level responses to hazards that
have re-shaped citizen-state relationships. The coproduction of housing and infrastructure not only
directly addresses some risks but also demonstrates
that cooperation between civil society and public
authorities can enable both to more effectively
prepare for and respond to shocks and stresses. Under
similar arrangements, the construction of community
sanitation blocks has reduced disease incidence in
Kampala (Dobson et al., 2015), while the enumeration
of informal settlements in Nairobi has equipped
communities with the evidence base to negotiate
more effectively with local authorities (Weru, 2004).
Three specific findings can be drawn
from this review:

Conclusion
Breaking the cycles of risk production in African
towns and cities is complex. Capacity building and
closing data gaps to improve understanding of the
nature and scale of urban risks in fragmented and
fragile contexts characterised by compounded every
day risks is challenging.
It is not sufficient to only look at hazards and
vulnerability. Urban planners and policymakers
must also consider the intervention processes
that actually create hazards, such as urban
expansion into exposed locations and insufficient
infrastructure provision. It is also critical to
understand the dynamics through which
multiple hazards interact and compound and
how vulnerability is shaped. This is particularly
the case where socio-political norms determine
unequal access to opportunities and resources. Yet,
despite these challenges, considerable opportunity
for risk reduction and capacity building lies
in the urban growth and urban development
anticipated in sub-Saharan Africa, if the right policy
approaches are applied.

• How the characteristics of African urban
development create and shape risk is poorly
understood and there are few explicit efforts at
generating and analysing empirical data on the
generation or reduction of risk at the city level.
• Informality, poverty, infrastructure deficits,
weak governance and exclusionary planning all
contribute to the range of everyday and catastrophic
risks facing African urban residents. These impacts
are in turn experienced differently depending
on an individual’s location, income, gender, age
and (dis)ability.
• Complex as it may be, risk management needs to be
taken into account in all African urban planning,
policymaking and investments, not just those
specifically focusing on climate and disaster risk.
Initiatives to promote urban economic growth,
shape urban form and enhance human wellbeing must be designed to safeguard human and
economic gains against a wide range of disasters.
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Chapter 3

Understanding risk
in Karonga Town,
Malawi
Policy pointers
• Much of the Malawian urban population lives in small urban
centres (<500,000 inh.). Since these settlements lack the political
and economic leverage of large cities, their governance structures
and capacities are insufficiently developed.
• Local governments of small urban centres usually lack the data
to help them understand and address the life-, health- and
livelihood-threatening risks that the citizenry faces.
• These risks include floods, earthquakes and diseases associated
with inadequate sanitation and poor quality drinking water, as
well as injuries and illnesses from the use of unsafe cooking or
lighting fuels. Risks are worsened by the limited risk reduction
capacity within the local government institutions.
• Risk exposure is typically higher for low-income than it is for
wealthier households.
• Knowledge of the full spectrum of risks, and insights into who is
most at risk, is critical to informing policymaking, capacity-building
and urban planning.
• It is important to establish where risk reduction is needed and
possible, for large and small disasters as well as for everyday hazards.

Over 700 houses collapsed in Karonga during the 2009 earthquake
© Shareefa Choudhury / DFID
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The inhabitants of Karonga Town in Malawi are at risk
from major disasters, including flooding, earthquakes
and droughts. They are also at risk from so-called
‘everyday hazards,’ whose impacts are too small to be
classified as a disaster. These include diseases related to
poor water quality and inadequate sanitation provisions,
traffic accidents, drownings, malaria or animal attacks,
as well as politically-linked violence. This research has
sought to identify the full spectrum of risks facing
the inhabitants of Karonga. These risks are defined
by the residents themselves as ‘events affecting their
livelihoods and assets and/or those resulting in injury
or premature death.’ The research attempts to improve
knowledge on the nature, scale and physical location
of vulnerability, and to provide insight into where risk
reduction is both needed and possible.

40 | Xxx Xxxxx xx Xxxxxx Xxxx 2019

Karonga Town

The research findings
Karonga, a small city in northern Malawi, and located
on the shores of Lake Malawi, had 41,000 inhabitants
in 2008 and is projected to grow to nearly 63,000 by
2018. Data on the range and nature of risks in Karonga
drew on a household survey, an assessment of water
quality, responses from selected informants, official
reports and a review of hospital records. However, the
research cannot claim to record all risks and their
impacts since there is no consolidated registration
system recording causes of death. All the same, the
range of risks in Karonga is clear.
Karonga experiences events that, according to
international criteria, can be classified as ‘disasters’.
For example, in December 2009, Karonga suffered
four large disasters within the span of two weeks.
Each of these was an earthquake with a magnitude of
between 5.4 and 6.0 on the Richter scale. Four people
were killed, over 1,800 homes were either damaged or
destroyed, and damage was done to infrastructures
and many public buildings by these earthquakes.
Other calamities in Karonga concern ‘small
disasters,’ which do not meet the international
disaster criteria. Examples of such events are the
annual floods that Karonga experienced between
2009 and 2016. Lesser misfortunate events are
classified as ‘everyday risks’ and include, among
others, traffic accidents and health problems due to
inadequate sanitation, unclean water and unsafe fuels
for cooking and lighting.
Table 1 categorises the risks to Karonga and
reveals two important findings: 1) events classified as
everyday risks may be causing more premature deaths
than large disasters and small disasters combined;
and 2) the cumulative impact of small disasters is
larger than that of the more sporadically-occurring
large disasters.
In the case of health-related events, the 2014
records from Karonga District Hospital show 67
tuberculosis (TB) deaths and 32 deaths related to other
respiratory diseases. These are different to disaster
deaths, as they are neither caused by a specific
physical event (as in a flood or earthquake), nor do
they involve damage to property. However, it can be
argued that the risk of premature death due to TB or
acute respiratory infections is much higher than that
attributable to flooding. Flooding, however, carries a

Food insecurity is a risk which provoked deaths
in Karonga in 2012 and 2014

© Swathi Sridharan/flickr

Karonga experiences events that,
according to international criteria,
can be classified as ‘disasters’. For
example, in December 2009, Karonga
suffered four large disasters within
the span of two weeks
greater risk of damage to property and loss of assets,
and it can have secondary health impacts such as
cholera outbreaks.
As Table 1 shows, other causes of premature death
occur as infrequently as annually or as daily incidents.
They include traffic accidents, drought, drowning,
crocodile attacks and cholera. Injuries resulting from
politically-linked or gender-based violence occur
sporadically and daily, respectively.
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Table 1
Nature, scale and frequency of risks in Karonga Town
Type of risk

Category

Nature of the risk event

Occurrence and frequency

Examples

Flooding

Small disaster

Occurring every rainy season from
2009 to 2016

Karonga District Council reports that 50 households, the
whole central town and settlements along the Rukuru
River were flooded in 2010. On 6 December 2016 the
whole town centre was flooded and 14 houses collapsed

Earthquakes

Large disaster

These occur frequently; four in
December 2009 alone

Entire town affected in 2009; 775 houses collapsed,
1,154 houses developed cracks, many public buildings,
businesses and services damaged or destroyed

Droughts and food insecurity

Small disaster

Drought and food security
problems in 2012 and 2014

Drying of crops, death of livestock and nine and 13
reported deaths in 2012 and 2014, respectively, due to
malnutrition/hunger

Road traffic accidents

Everyday risk/hazard Daily

Karonga District Hospital reported five car accidents in
2016, killing five people and leaving 10 injured

Politically-linked violence

Small disaster

Household respondents reported 12 people injured in the
run-up to the 2014 national elections and some houses
were burnt

Gender/ sexual related
violence

Everyday risk/hazarg Reported as ‘daily events’

Respondents reported 10 injuries due to gender-based
violence

Drowning in river/lakes

Small disaster

Respondents said boats often capsized, several
undocumented fatalities

Crocodile, snake or other
animal attacks

Everyday risk/hazard These attacks happen each year,
especially in the rainy season

Community members indicated that several people were
killed or injured along the lakeshore – no specific events
reported

Strong winds

Small disaster

Community members indicated that scores of house roofs
were blown off – no specific events reported

Polluted/ poor water quality

Everyday risk/hazard Reported as daily, but more
serious during rainy season

Hospital records indicated four deaths due to cholera in
2016

Fish deaths

Small disaster

Respondents reported widespread unexplained death of
fish species in Lake Malawi in 2006, 2011 and 2014

Diseases/illness

Everyday risk/hazard Daily

Occurred periodically, usually during
food distribution exercises and
political campaigns

Mainly occurring in the rainy
season

Occurring annually, especially in
the rainy season

A seasonal event, especially during
temperature inversions and mixing
of waters due to currents in Lake
Malawi

Karonga District Hospital reported 30 and 67 TB-related
deaths in 2012 and 2014, respectively, and 13 and 32
deaths from respiratory infections in 2012 and 2014
respectively

Source: Field study, Karonga Hospital data, 2016. Karonga District Council verbatim reports and data obtained from household interviews
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Surprisingly, interviews and discussions with selected informants revealed
that Karonga residents do not see preventable diseases as a risk. Flooding is
considered the most serious hazard in Karonga by 56 per cent of the households
interviewed. That was not unexpected since the majority of the population lives
along the river in areas that are flooded either annually or more often

It is difficult to get accurate city-level data on
health outcomes. Information on key determinants
of health, such as access to clean water and
adequate sanitation or the quality of housing, is
easier to obtain. The household survey included
questions about the quality of housing (permanent,
semi-permanent, temporary materials) and
household income.

Water
Only 17 per cent of the households had water piped
into their homes and 43 per cent onto their plot.
Others relied on an off-site or shared source (see
Fig. 1). Most houses that were built with permanent
materials or in the high-income household category
had water piped, either into their house, or on to the
plot. Only a minority of traditional housing or lowincome families had these conveniences.
Having said that, water quality analyses found
that in 56 per cent of the samples, faecal coliform
levels exceeded the WHO drinking water quality
specification and were not fit for domestic purposes.
Diseases associated with unsafe water and inadequate
sanitation were reported as among the most common
health problems. Six cholera-related deaths were

Sanitation
Most households use pit latrines. Only 13 per cent
have flush toilets connected to septic tanks. Four per
cent use neighbours’ pit latrines and another four per
cent do not have any toilet facility (see Fig. 2). Higherincome households and those in permanent housing
had the largest share of flush toilets with a septic
tank. Generally, the quality of sanitation facilities is
worse for people living in traditional housing and
dwellings built of semi-permanent materials. Many of
these individuals are low-income earners.

Figure 1
Drinking water source for Karonga households
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17%
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Key determinants of health

recorded in 2016, most likely due to the consumption
of unsafe water from the lake.

%
11

Surprisingly, interviews and discussions with
selected informants revealed that Karonga residents
do not see preventable diseases as a risk. Flooding is
considered the most serious hazard in Karonga by 56
per cent of the households interviewed. That was not
unexpected since the majority of the population lives
along the river in areas that are flooded either annually
or more often. Although the physical risk of flooding
is high, most housing at risk is owner-occupied. This
suggests that access to conveniently located land
takes precedence over the seasonal flood damage; the
locational advantages outweigh the perceived risks.

43

%

Water piped into their homes

Communal water pipe

Water piped to the plot

Borehole

Water from a neighbours plot

River/lake/well
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Sanitation factors impacting ground and
surface water quality include pit latrines that are
located less than 100 metres from shallow wells,
boreholes or rivers.

Energy
Ninety-five per cent of the respondents rely on firewood
or charcoal for cooking. Sixty-two per cent have
no electricity. Therefore, 44 per cent of households
use battery torches, solar lamps and cell phones for
lighting. Only a few use electricity for cooking.

The social and spatial distribution of risk
The above overview of provision for water, sanitation
and fuel highlights how, in general, a higher
proportion of those with relatively high incomes and/
or living in housing built in permanent materials
enjoy better provision and quality of water and
sanitation. This generates differences in the spatial
distribution of exposure to risks. However, although
all of Karonga is exposed to multiple risks, three
specific areas are more imperilled: a) Karonga’s
informal settlements; b) areas adjacent to the river;
and c) the town centre.
Karonga’s informal settlements are mainly located
on customary land and accommodate a large proportion
of the city’s population mostly in poor quality houses.
Many informal settlements have expanded onto the
flood plains along the river, the lakeshore or in floodcontrol drainage channels. The inhabitants of informal
settlements have higher risk exposure because of a
combination of factors: a) less secure tenure, b) absent or
blocked flood-water drains, and c) due to their informal
status, denial of state-provided infrastructure and
services. Much of the risk exposure is linked to urban
development policy and practices which condemn the
poor to live in hazard-prone locations.
The town centre is at risk from annual flooding
mainly because the two main roads act as dams.
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Channels that are supposed to drain flood-water out
of the town have been rendered ineffective by lack of
maintenance. Moreover, due to a combination of weak
or absent regulation and shortfalls in adequate urban
planning, many Karonga residents expose themselves
to significant risks by settling on hazardous pieces of
land because these offer ease of access and fertile soil.
Karonga has become a significant city in Malawi
despite a lack of adequate urban development guidance
and support from the local authorities. In addition, the
town council was dissolved in 2009, leaving rapidly
growing Karonga under the supervision of a weak, rural
council which was ill-equipped to cope with the complex

Figure 2
Karonga households’ sanitation facilities
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and accommodate a large proportion
of the city’s population mostly in
poor quality houses
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urban challenges. Lack of financial transparency did
not help either. The ensuing governance shortfalls also
limited the risk management capacity, including the
coordination of risk mitigation by different stakeholders.
Not surprisingly, the communities distrust the
local government not only in their post-disaster relief
distribution, but also in terms of their use of financial
resources. For example, 52 per cent of the respondents
felt that the Karonga local council was ineffective at

Karonga Town

responding to risks because of inadequate funding,
customary land tenure practices (whereby chiefs wield
more authority than the local council) and lack of
data for better informed decision-making.

Conclusions
Urban areas need local governments that understand
and address the risks facing their population. This
case study of Karonga, in Malawi, shows a broad
spectrum of life-, health- and livelihood-threatening
risks that the town’s population faces. Risks range
from earthquakes and floods to unsafe sanitation

and drinking water and dirty fuels. Risk exposure is
higher for low-income households and is compounded
by the local government’s inadequate capacities to
fulfil its risk reduction responsibilities.
Knowledge of the nature, scale and location of
risks can create the basis for capacity building at both
the community and local government levels.
Acquiring a more complete picture of the
full spectrum of risks and knowing who is most
at risk are key underpinnings for more effective
interventions. Such knowledge would also highlight
where risk reduction is needed and possible, whether
for large or small disasters, or for everyday hazards.

Sixty-two per cent have people in Karonga have no electricity and the vast majority rely on firewood or charcoal for cooking

© Augustine Masiga | Dreamstime
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Chapter 4

Small disasters erode
household resilience
in Niamey, Niger
Policy pointers
• The piloted methodology revealed that most households in poor
areas of Niamey have low resilience and, consequently, all suffered
recurrent losses due to seasonal flooding.
• Flooding can impact households in many different areas: health,
shelter, food, economy, education and social ties (among others)
and requires holistic responses.
• Most households do not have many adaptive strategies to
deal with flooding and often do not report their problems
to the authorities. This is an area that policymakers need to
urgently address.
• Collecting data for compound resilience indicators in low-income
contexts is challenging and proxies may need to be used.
• Disaggregating data collection to identify absorptive capacity by
gender and age are important next steps.
• The research concluded that the Household Economy Approach
can be successfully combined with indicators to measure
household resilience in urban areas.

Distribution of household items to residents affected by the 2012 Niamey floods
© Valérie Batselaere/Oxfam
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Urban resilience is a product of the capacity of
households to absorb stress, adapt to, and transform
scope for action in managing risk. This chapter
outlines a new methodology to investigate aspects
of resilience in very poor urban contexts. The
methodology was developed in response to requests
from Save the Children to explore scope for adapting
a rural food security monitoring tool, the Household
Economy Approach (HEA), to urban contexts. The new
methodology was applied in Niamey, Niger to study
the resilience of households located in areas of the city
which are subject to floods every rainy season.
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Challenges of measuring resilience in urban
contexts: Piloting a new methodology
Disaster Resilience is defined by the UK Department
for International Development (DfID) as “the ability
of countries, communities and households to manage
change by maintaining or transforming living
standards in the face of shocks or stresses - such as
earthquakes, drought or violent conflict - without
compromising their long-term prospects” (DFID, 2011).
Measuring household resilience in urban
contexts is challenging since the tools developed by
humanitarian agencies can only be used in rural
communities. Transferring the use of these tools to
urban contexts is difficult (Issoufou, Lecumberri and
Boubacar, 2015), as explained below.
Analysing livelihoods is more complex in cities,
because it is far more difficult to determine an urban
household’s living standard, since their livelihoods
are often very heterogeneous and tend to vary over
time. The income sources available to poor households
tend to be fragile, multiple and changing, creating
diverse patterns of livelihood hazard exposure
and vulnerability.
While access to food and economic security is
fundamental, these factors are more difficult to
differentiate in terms of resilience among urban
households whose access to money and food is limited.

Box 1: Flooding in Niamey
In Niamey, inadequate land-use planning, limited
infrastructure and increasing population pressure have led
to increased occupation of flood-prone areas, notably in the
flood plains of the Niger River. Risk exposure is compounded
by Africa’s changing climate.
Over the past decade, there have been increases in the
frequency and intensity of floods in Niamey. Floods are
a recurrent event during the rainy seasons, but extreme
flooding events occurred in 2010, 2012, and 2013. The
flood of 2015 in Niamey, the focus of this study, is considered
an `average’ flood year and affected 1,083 people and
destroyed 60 homes in Niamey.

For the urban poor, differences in life opportunities
(and therefore resilience) are often shaped by
additional qualities, such as social capital; that is,
the social ties and networks that dictate common
support and cooperation between inhabitants of an
area. Social capital plays a major role in influencing
survival mechanisms in resource-deprived, poor
urban areas. That is so because neighbours and
wider social support networks can determine access
to food, other resources and job opportunities,
especially ,during periods of shock or stress (Putnam,
2001). Other factors such as health, education and
personal security are also important determinants of
vulnerability and vary from household to household
(even within the same neighbourhood).

Absorptive capacity as an expression
of household resilience
In response to needs in urban contexts, this study
has developed a household resilience measuring tool
that incorporates elements of the rural Household
Economy Approach (HEA). This new tool provides
for capturing the nuances of urban resilience while
still allowing for an HEA analysis to be extracted.
In this chapter the discussion will be limited to the
analysis of household resilience. The recommendation
is that the HEA could and should be adapted to
measure urban risk and resilience. The proposed tool
calculates statistically derived resilience categories
to distinguish between households. The calculation
is based on seven resilience components: nutrition,
economic assets, security, social assets, health,
education and shelter.
The research focused on absorptive and adaptive
capacity. Absorptive capacity is the ability of a
household to experience shock and stress, and be able
to continue functioning. It is measured by calculating
the change in status (the stability) of the seven
resilience components before and after the flooding
that occurred in 2015. Adaptive capacity is the ability
of a household to adjust their practices to mitigate
future risk and is recorded through interviews
and discussions.
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Calculating resilience classes
Between July and August 2016, 300 heads of
households were interviewed in three zones of Niamey
where flooding had occurred in 2015. 140 of these
were interviewed in the peri-urban, highly floodprone areas; 115 in the moderately flood-prone innercity area; and 45 in the inner-city and only slightly
floodprone locations. These heads of households
were asked to recall the state of the seven resilience
components, before and after the 2015 flood.
For each component, households were arranged
into quintiles and awarded scores from 1 (very limited
resilience) to 5 (excellent resilience). Based on their
resilience scores, households were grouped into four
different resilience ‘classes’, with analyses examining
the performance of each class over the flood event,
to determine how resilience was expressed, built or

People took shelter at schools during the 2012 floods and water had to be supplied to them for cooking
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eroded for the respective classes. Each component was
based on several indicators that were derived from the
household questionnaire.

The findings
Nutrition
Food was the highest category of household
expenditure across all resilience classes. Before the
flood, all resilience classes had sufficient food to meet
all their daily energy requirements. For the lower
resilience classes, this was achieved in part through
small-scale church donations. After the flood, access
to food decreased for all households and for very lowresilience households it went below 100 per cent
of the required daily intake. All groups suffered a
significant decrease in food diversity, with the highest

© Valérie Batselaere/Oxfam
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Table 1
Common characteristics of the resilience classes
Resilience
class

Descriptor

Resilience
score
range

People
sleeping in
the household
(mode)

Mean daily
household
income (West
African CFA
francs)

Sources of
income

Type of house
(mode)

Education
of head of
household
(proportion)

A (38.8%)

Very low
resilience

1.21–1.84

5 (14%)

3,965

Agricultural (16%)
Daily (67%)
Waged (17%)

Thatched (25%)
Banco (75%)

lliterate (26%)
literate (48%)
Primary (16%)
Secondary (8%),
Higher (2%)

B (18.4%)

Low resilience

1.85–2.44

7 (14%)

4,327

Agricultural (20%)
Daily (63%)
Waged (17%)

Banco (80%)

Illiterate (32%)
literate (15%)
Primary (34%)
Secondary (17%)
Higher (2%)

C (4.0%)

Moderate
resilience

2.45–3.2

9 (33%)

4,710

Agricultural (8%)
Daily (75%)
Waged (17%)

Mixed (Banco and
cement) (80%)

Illiterate (8%)
literate (8%)
Primary (26%)
Secondary (8%)
Higher (50%)

D (38.8%)

High resilience

3.3–3.83

10 (36%)

4,860

Agricultural (15%)
Daily (59%)
Waged (26%)

Permanent hard
structure
(75%)

Illiterate (2%)
literate (2%)
Primary (2%)
Secondary (19%)
Higher (75%)

Levels of debt and savings showed the greatest differences before and after the
flood. Amongst all groups debt levels were common but low before the flood. They
elevated afterwards, with higher-resilience households taking on the most debt
resilience class experiencing the largest comparative
loss.Expenditure increased after the flood, with slight
differences in prioritisation for different resilience
classes (shelter, health, basic foodstuffs and transport).

higher-resilience households taking on the most
debt. High-resilience households had the largest
savings but also experienced the greatest reduction
in savings in the post-flood period.

Economic assets
All resilience classes experienced a small income
decrease after the flood, with the agricultural
incomes of the low-resilience class being most
affected. Levels of debt and savings showed the
greatest differences before and after the flood.
Amongst all groups debt levels were common but
low before the flood. They elevated afterwards, with

Security
Security was difficult to analyse, as respondents
preferred not to discuss specific events. Instead,
heads of households were asked to estimate risk
using rating scales, and these perceptions of risk
were used as a substitute. Reported fear of physical
aggression increased after the flood, especially for
the higher-resilience classes.
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Although all classes perceived security loss to
one extent or the other, the difference was highest
amongst the high-resilience class. This may reflect the
fear that the few (but relatively greater) assets held by
higher resilience households are at higher risk of theft
in the post-flood period of scarcities.
Social assets
Social support was measured through monthly
attendances at neighbourhood associations or
religious and non-religious groups, as well as
monetary/food support offered by family members.
For all resilience classes, attendance at associations
and groups decreased in the post-flood period.
This was especially marked in the lowest resilience
class’s attendance of religious group meetings and
was explained as a consequence of post-flood lack
of money and time, along with reduced physical
accessibility. However, support from family members
increased after the flood, with low resilience
households receiving the most support.
Losses
Low-resilience households with houses made of banco
clay were particularly badly affected, with around
one-fifth of all compound walls (but not the dwelling
walls) collapsing completely. No compound boundary
walls collapsed completely for any households in the
high-resilience class.

Box 2: Challenges of data collection
The study employed trained enumerators from the Université
Abdou Moumouni in Niger, who asked selected heads of
household to reflect on the status of different aspects of
household life prior to and after the 2015 flooding. While
heads of household can provide a wealth of information
becaues they are responsible for many of the economic
decisions in the household, they may, apart from recall bias,
only have a partial view on the lives of each family member.
For three of the resilience components (health, shelter and
education), a clear ‘before and after’ analysis was difficult to
obtain. For health and shelter, heads of household were often
unable to reflect on the status of these components before
and after the flood. For education this was also difficult
because the flooding took place during a long holiday period.
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Although all classes perceived security
loss to one extent or the other, the
difference was highest amongst the
high-resilience class. This may reflect
the fear that the few assets held by
higher resilience households are at
higher risk of theft in the post-flood
period of scarcities
Economic impact and loss of assets were
highest in high-resilience households. However, the
individuals who suffered the most through loss of
income on flooding days were the informal sector and
day labourers in the markets or in transport. Those
with regular wages (monthly salaries) reported little if
any impact on income.
Adaptation strategies
Adaptation strategies differed markedly among the
resilience classes. More than one-third of households
for all but the most resilient had no strategy to deal
with flooding. Higher-resilience classes, perhaps
due to their greater educational attainment, were
more aware of the responsibility of public authorities
to support flood risk management and were more
likely to complain and ask for help. Lower-resilience
classes, due to the destruction of their homes, were
often forced to temporarily relocate. Few households
participated in monitoring river levels during
the rainy season.

Conclusions
Measuring resilience amongst very poor ‘at-risk’ urban
households in fragile contexts poses key challenges.
The methodology described in this chapter recognises
the diversity of components shaping urban household
resilience. The newly proposed tool measures the
capacity of households to absorb and continue
functioning during and after shock or stress. Social
capital, including both informal and formal ties, was
confirmed as a key constituent indicator of resilience.
Adaptive strategies were mostly defensive and
often undermined the long-term sustainability of
households. For instance, as a result of coping with
the flooding, many households had fewer savings

Niamey

and more debt. For a high number of households,
the only feasible coping mechanism was to
temporarily relocate.
The analysis did not seek to capture the ability of
households to transform their living environments
and life chances through advocacy or organised
collective action. Instead, a household-centric view
was adopted. The former type of analysis would,
however, be possible with the inclusion of interviews
with agencies responsible for key service provision.
Efforts to measure and to improve resilience cannot
just target economic aspects. While all households
were located in poor areas of Niamey and shared low
absorptive resilience, there were significant differences
not only in terms of overall levels of resilience, but also
in different resilience components. This reinforces the
notion that poverty and resilience, while correlated,
do neither always nor necessarily match. More

When the Niger river flooded at Niamey in 2015, household assets were eroded through coping strategies

resilient households had stronger linkages to formal
organisations; less resilient households relied more on
neighbours for support.
Despite the 2015 flood being average and
small, households assets were eroded through
coping strategies. Oftentimes, higher resilience
households, with their higher levels of well-being
than lower resilience households, experienced greater
comparative losses.
In sum: Both low- and high-resilience households:
a) tended to have few adaptive coping strategies, b)
rarely reported their situation to authorities, or c)
received no advance information about flood risk
and management. It is clear that local authorities
and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) should
work together to provide more transparent and better
information and assistance to households living in
flood-prone areas.

© Sergey Mayorov
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Chapter 6

Filling data gaps
on everyday and
disaster risks in cities:
The case of Ibadan
Policy pointers
• Basic data on health status and risks, especially those associated
with environmental hazards, is a priority for urban planning. Many
city governments in sub-Saharan Africa have little knowledge of
the health problems impacting their population, especially in the
case of informal settlement residents who often make up onethird of the city population or more.
• In the absence of such data, there is a need to complement and/
or rehabilitate official data sources on health risks such as the
registration of all deaths and their causes, as well as making
census data on housing conditions available to local governments
down to the street, ward and district level to facilitate improved
governance in general and better management of disaster
risks, in particular.
• National governments, preferably supported by international
agencies, need to do far more to increase the funding and
capacity that will allow city governments access to the very
information and knowledge required to meet their responsibilities
in reducing health risks. Ibadan is a dramatic example of a city
with inadequate public finance and capacity for data generation
and, consequently, its local governments struggle to govern this
city of over three million inhabitants.

University College Hospital, Ibadan: there needs to be a more systematic use of health
records to monitor diseases and injuries in the city
© Matthew Omojola
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Many sub-Saharan African cities lack official records
on deaths, serious illnesses and injuries from everyday
hazards and disaster events at all scales. This signifies a
major limitation to effective planning for risk reduction.
The current chapter describes how a research team from
the University of Ibadan drew on a range of data sources
to fill in glaring data gaps for the period 2000-2015.
They drew on newspaper reports, hospital records and
government departments’ databases. While excluding
public health risks since data are scarce and incomplete,
road traffic accidents, crime, violence and flooding were
shown to be the most serious hazards in the city.
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City governments should be drivers of risk reduction by
meeting their responsibilities to ensure infrastructure
and provision of risk reducing services such as water
and electricity supply, sanitation, drainage, solid
waste collection, health care and emergency services.
They need to invest in other aspects of disaster risk
reduction too, like building climate change adaptation
into city development and investment plans. But
the effectiveness of their actions depends on the
availability of good data for each locality to inform
their interventions; especially data on the health
influences and outcomes of various risks. Where city
governments lack sufficient funding and capacities, the
consequential governance shortfalls become drivers
of risk and can lead to risk accumulation, especially
as infrastructure and services deficits grow. This is
particularly the case for informal settlements.

The case of Ibadan
Ibadan is one of the largest cities in Nigeria and the
capital of its state. It is a city with a long history and is
home to one of the best-known universities in Africa.
Nevertheless, its governance capacities are deficient.
It is, for instance, common for government employees
not to be paid. Poor urban planning, poor development
control and weak enforcement of building codes have
increased the vulnerability to risks for large sections of
the city’s population. Risks include flooding, road traffic
accidents, building collapse and fire hazards, besides
crime and violence. The funding available to address
such problems is far below what is needed while the
allocation of funds to health care and social services has
actually been declining despite population growth.
The city is divided into five autonomous local
authorities within the municipality and an additional
six local governments in the suburban areas. Due to
this urban governance fragmentation it is difficult to
achieve city-wide planning and effective interventions.

Provision of infrastructure and services
A lack of or inadequate access to basic services (e.g.
health care, public transport, emergency services) and
infrastructures (e.g. roads, drainage and water supply)
directly affects the incidence of everyday hazards
and disaster risks. Inadequate sanitation and lack
of access to safe water supplies increase health risks
and they can become sources of diarrhoeal maladies,
typhoid and cholera, among others. Lack of drainage

exacerbates flooding, while lack of adequate road
infrastructure hinders evacuation when floods occur
or it can prevent access by fire services in the case of
conflagrations. The sprawl of Ibadan’s city growth
is not helpful either since that makes the provision
of adequate urban infrastructure and basic social
services more expensive.
The development of Ibadan as an urban settlement
before the introduction of motorised vehicles
determined the pattern and quality of the road
network in the city’s core area and, to some extent, in
the newer informal settlements. Most roads are barely
more than footpaths and many buildings are not
accessible by motorised vehicles. Many of the newer
urban expansion areas have emerged with a poor road
network of few, if any, tarred roads and roads in a poor
state of repair. Many residents face long walks to the
nearest arterial road and bus services.

About 70 per cent of the solid waste
generated within the metropolis is
neither properly managed nor disposed
of. Most solid waste ends up dumped
in drainage channels, on unapproved
dump sites or in wetlands
Poor water supply has been worsened by the
sprawling urban expansions and population growth.
Three-quarters of Ibadan’s population lacks access to
the municipal water supply. In the newer suburban
areas municipal water supply is virtually non-existent.
Many residents depend on wells and boreholes and
other sources for drinking and household use. Many
wells are highly polluted because of their proximity
to pit latrines and solid waste dumps and because of
other unsanitary practices and flood overflow. The
absence of sewers means sanitation is not good.
About 70 per cent of the solid waste generated
within the metropolis is neither properly managed
nor disposed of. Most solid waste ends up dumped
in drainage channels, on unapproved dump
sites or in wetlands. Today, there are only an
estimated functional 70 waste-collection trucks,
whereas properly catering for the city would
require at least 500.
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Lack of data on risk
Ibadan, like many other sub-Saharan African cities,
lacks systematic and comprehensive records of the
impacts of everyday hazards and disaster events at
all scales. City-wide systems for official recording
of deaths and their causes are highly inadequate.
To a large extent only the deaths that have occured
in hospitals and health facilities or which have
involved the police are adequately recorded. Deaths
due to other causes or occurring in the home are
rarely registered.
Census results should provide valuable data
on housing and living conditions and other health
determinants for all households. But most census
authorities do not provide city governments with
the data they need –disaggregated to the level of the
street and the ward that is needed to inform adequate
planning. Instead, most government levels draw
heavily on national sample surveys (including the
Demographic and Health Surveys) with sample sizes
too small to provide relevant data for cities, let alone
for informal settlements.
There are further challenges when drawing on
local data. Only in the last decade have government
records been stored in electronic formats. The key
problem of data shortfalls is associated with hard
copy records. Many older records can only be obtained
from manual registers and accessing these is very
time consuming. There is also a lack of consistency
in the form in which data is entered and stored
over time and from one department to another. The
quality of data is largely dependent on the skills of
data-entry staff, data management and resources
available. Variations in these are rife and affect the
completeness, detail and reliability of data.
Government agencies seldom keep records and
data on deaths and losses arising from everyday
hazards and disaster events at scales lower than the
state level. It is only major disaster events that have
some record of the impacts at the city level. When
available, the data is not usually disaggregated at
scales lower than the city level. For example, the
gross number for deaths resulting from major flood
disasters in Ibadan in 1980 and 2011 was recorded
without reference to the number of deaths from
floods in different areas of the city. In most cases little
attempt, if any, is made to record other risk-related
data at a scale lower than the local government area.
Yet, risk assessments are critical to understanding
each wards’ particular risks and who is most affected.
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A damaged plantain field in Ibadan where localities experience serious impacts from rainstorms
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Detailed socio-demographic data for
the majority of victims or persons
affected by everyday hazards and
disasters in the city is rarely recorded.
This makes identifying and acting
to support vulnerable groups
particularly difficult
As the section below describes, although risk
information drawn from a systematic review of all
newspaper reporting can provide valuable data,
this is neither exhaustive in terms of coverage nor
detail. The exception is hospital records, for which
patients’ information on age, gender, occupation
and residential addresses is available. Detailed
socio-demographic data for the majority of victims
or persons affected by everyday hazards and
disasters in the city is rarely recorded. This makes
identifying and acting to support vulnerable groups
particularly difficult.

Drawing on new data sources
The first new data source came from a review of all
issues between 2000 to 2015 of the Nigerian Tribune
newspaper. Drawing on this information, a database
was built of reported deaths and losses from everyday
hazards and disaster risks in the city. This systematic
collection of data covered the whole spectrum of
risks, including disasters and everyday hazards that
resulted in illness, injury and/or premature death, or
property and economic losses.
Other sources used in the research included
hospital records, Ministry of Health records, and
data from other government departments and
agencies. For every hazard/disaster event or health risk
documented the following information was collected,
where available:
• Date of hazard or disaster event;
• Incidence location or residential address for patients
in the case of hospital records; and
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• Number of deaths (i.e. people who died due to direct
causes immediately or sometime after the disaster).
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Other hazard/disaster information gathered
included the number of people injured or otherwise
affected (including loss of property) and the number
of damaged or destroyed houses.

Findings on everyday hazards and
disaster risks in Ibadan
Analysis of daily newspaper reports showed that city
residents are exposed to many different risks. Figure 1
shows that road traffic accidents, crime, violence and
floods accounted for the largest number of premature
deaths over the 15-year period reviewed. The analysis
of Nigerian Tribune reports showed 548 recorded
deaths due to road traffic accidents from 2000 to
2015. Road traffic accidents statistics sourced from the
Federal Road Safety Corps also showed large numbers
of fatalities or injuries from road accidents since 2009
and confirmed that road traffic accidents represent a
leading cause of premature deaths and injury.

At different times since 1992,
mass violent demonstrations and
destruction of property have occurred
in Ibadan in response to attempts by
the government to increase the prices
of petrol and allied products. Elections
have also been a source of conflict
and violence, sometimes resulting in
injury, loss of lives and property
The newspaper reports further revealed 352
deaths from crime and 205 from violence. A range
of factors are known to contribute to the risk of
urban violence including governance failures,
substandard and overcrowded housing conditions,
inability to absorb surplus low-skill labour, underand unemployment, inequalities in the provision
of services, income inequality, local grievances and
failure of cultural integration. All these factors are
readily observable in Ibadan.
At different times since 1992, mass violent
demonstrations and destruction of property have
occurred in Ibadan in response to attempts by the
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government to increase the prices of petrol and allied
products. Elections have also been a source of conflict
and violence, sometimes resulting in injury, loss of
lives and property.
Deaths from fires are largely due to inadequate
emergency services and the large share of urban lowincome groups in housing without adequate access
roads, as noted earlier.
Floods claimed 129 recorded deaths. Ibadan
faces changes in the frequency and intensity of
extreme weather events, climate change and local
environmental change. These have particularly
profound impacts on the urban poor and other
vulnerable groups. While the number of injured
and premature deaths from these hazards does
not compare with that recorded for road traffic
accidents, violence and crime, the impact in terms
of buildings, physical infrastructure and property
damaged or destroyed is significant. The inner-city
localities experience serious impacts from the effects
of rainstorm and windstorms, as do the newer eastern
suburbs which have housing characteristics similar to
the inner city.
Weather-related impacts are under-reported. For
instance, in February 2009, the Oyo State Emergency
Management Agency recorded that a major rainstorm
damaged or destroyed not less than 269 buildings
in different localities in the inner-city and eastern
suburbs. The risk was largely due to the old, poorly
maintained or poorly constructed buildings in
these locations. This event was not reported in the
Nigerian Tribune.
In February 2013, about 1,000 residential,
religious and commercial buildings and schools
as well as urban infrastructures were damaged or
destroyed by a strong 72-knot wind that accompanied
the first rainfall of the year.
A key question is why infectious and parasitic
diseases appear to contribute so little to reported
deaths. Only cholera is listed in Figure 1 and with
only four deaths in 15 years. What about diarrhoea,
malaria, tuberculosis, typhoid, malnutrition or
pneumonia? This reinforces the notion that many
deaths (and most premature deaths) are simply not
reported in newspapers.
Records from Ibadan’s University College
Hospital for the 2000-2013 period showed diarrhoea
(124), meningitis (57) and typhoid fever (33) to be
important mortality causes. During the same period,
133 deaths due to tuberculosis were recorded at the

Ibadan

Government Chest Hospital, Ibadan. Deaths from
tuberculosis have fallen over the 14-year research
period due to improved health services provided by
international agencies.
Given inadequacies in the provision for water and
sanitation, a high prevalence of water-borne diseases
is likely to remain, particularly typhoid, dysentery,
cholera and diarrhoea, and among the urban poor
in particular. Cholera outbreaks are common: 1,872
recorded cases in 2004 and 1,769 in 2006. In 2011,
537 recorded cases followed the August 2011 floods
claiming four lives.

shown that by drawing on multiple sources, a fair
start of a city-wide picture can be made on the most
serious risks facing the urban population and who
is most affected.

Conclusions
The risk landscape of African cities is influenced
by many factors. Most are linked to the quality
of housing, infrastructure and services across all
neighbourhoods. This, in turn, is linked to the
competence and capacity of local governments. But
there are also many external factors including macroeconomic conditions, politics and policy decisions at
the national and state levels and, to some extent, the
international development agenda.
Although the patterns of city growth and notably
uncontrolled urban developments are important risk
drivers, the quality of urban management, operations
and systems in terms of institutional capacities,
governance at different scales and, by extension,
public financing for urban infrastructure and social
services are significant determinants of the nature
and scale of risks in the city. While the sprawling
nature of Ibadan city growth demands increased
investment in physical infrastructure and basic social
services, changing macro-economic conditions and
poor financial management by successive state and
local governments are seriously limiting robust city
governance and environmental management. Poor
urban planning and the failure of local authorities
to adequately manage urban development and
physical city expansion have resulted in an increased
proportion of informal settlements in the newer areas
of the city that lack adequate physical infrastructure
and social services.
Governance limitations perhaps explain
why there is no registration system recording all
deaths and their causes or a more systematic use
of hospital and health clinic records available for
monitoring illnesses and injuries city wide and
within each settlement. This chapter, however, has
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The legacy of an accident on the Ibadan-Lagos expressway: road traffic accidents represent a
leading cause of premature deaths and injury

Public health risks aside (while recognising that
these are under-reported), road traffic accidents,
crime, violence and flooding are the most serious
hazards in Ibadan. They result in social and economic
losses, injuries and deaths. If there were complete
data on premature deaths and their causes, however,
it is quite likely that diarrhoeal diseases, tuberculosis
and typhoid would be among the most common
causes of death. This is especially the case in informal
settlements where hazard and disaster-reducing
infrastructure and service deficits are most acute.
Ibadan is one of many large cities in sub-Saharan
Africa lacking city-wide data on the full spectrum
of risks facing the population. This information is
much needed to understand effective risk-sensitive
development and disaster risk reduction. Deliberate
and systematic action planning for risk reduction,
including measures for reducing vulnerabilities
to urban risks, needs to be integrated into short
and long-term city development plans, with goals
for investment and financing clearly defined and
realised. This will contribute towards achieving the
targets of the New Urban Agenda and achieving safer
communities and more sustainable cities.
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Chapter 7

Urban risk in
Freetown’s informal
settlements: making
the invisible visible
Policy pointers
• Beyond major floods and epidemics, invisible everyday risks and
small-scale disasters, such as fires and landslides, occur frequently
and have cumulative impacts on the lives and assets of lowincome households.
• Risk accumulation cycles can be made visible by identifying who
is affected, how they are affected, and why, both geographically
and over time. The designation of an area as ‘risk prone’ implies
not only a major risk for residents and their livelihoods, but is often
used to justify evictions. In turn, the uncertainties produced by the
threat of eviction undermine the collective and individual capacity
to act by those most vulnerable.
• Disasters and the spread of disease are strongly linked, notably
in the case of flooding. Therefore, disaster risk reduction
strategies should be designed in conjunction with initiatives
addressing public health.
• The urban poor have significant capacity to mitigate everyday
risks, but their efforts need to be acknowledged and their rights
recognised. Shifting from risk mitigation to risk reduction and
prevention requires vigorous and concerted action among
community organisations, public institutions and external
support actors.

The topography of Freetown, a peninsula enclosed by sea and hills,
limits the spatial expansion of the city
© Leon Viti | Dreamstime.com
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Over the past few decades, a rapidly rising population
and urban growth have led to significant changes in
Freetown, Sierra Leone. Although the city’s status as
the nation’s economic heartbeat has been bolstered,
the growth and sprawl of informal settlements and
continuous rural-urban migration have led to a range
of risks, both intermittent and everyday. These risks
and their adverse effects are more concentrated in
informal settlements and are becoming progressively
embedded in the life of the residents. To `make visible’
and capture the hidden cycles of risk accumulation and
risk traps, the city needs to be examined from an urban
risk perspective. This chapter reflects on participatory
approaches to improve the knowledge on small-scale
and everyday urban risks. Through such approaches,
urban risk traps can be captured to assess mitigation by
a range of actors, while revealing embedded `capacities
to act’ on the captured risks.
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Urbanisation in sub-Saharan Africa is increasingly
associated with the production of risk accumulation
cycles or urban ‘risk traps’, which are often
exacerbated by climate change. The city of Freetown,
Sierra Leone, has had a significant population growth
rate of about three per cent annually since 1985.
Internal displacement during the civil war (1991-2002)
and rural-urban migration have contributed to this
population growth. Today, Freetown’s population of
over one million people makes it the most populous
and densely settled city in Sierra Leone.
Rapid urbanisation has led to pockets of
unplanned settlements. A number of factors have
caused this, notably a local economy dominated by
small-scale and informal businesses (mainly petty
trade); a growing demand for living close to business
centres and markets; and unaffordable land and
housing in the formally planned areas of the city.
The topography of Freetown, a peninsula enclosed
by sea and hills, limits the spatial expansion of the
city, forcing low-income groups to settle on marginal
lands. The city has developed in three geographic
areas: a) coastal settlements along the rocky beaches
of the Atlantic Ocean; b) sprawling inland settlements
along the Sierra Leone River estuary; and c) hillside
settlements on steep slopes, which are encroaching
onto vital forestland.
Flooding, rock falls, landslides and building
collapse are common phenomena in Freetown’s
informal settlements, causing significant economic
losses, destruction of infrastructure and property,
while often triggering injuries and fatalities. The
incidence of epidemics, especially of waterborne
diseases, is also significant.
There is variation in the perception, experience
and understanding of risk amongst the residents
of informal settlements. The risk burdens are often
unequally distributed, with some women and men
disproportionally affected. This inequality affects the
capacity of local communities to work collectively
towards harnessing coordinated multi-stakeholder
action and breaking the risk accumulation cycles.

A fresh look at urban risk:
Co-learning through the lens of risk
In an attempt to delve deeper into understanding
the risk burdens and coping capacities of informal
communities in Freetown, a pilot workshop was
organised in July 2016 to explore methodologies

of community-led risk assessment and the coproduction of risk knowledge. This workshop was
set up by the Sierra Leone Urban Resource Centre
(SLURC) and the Urban Africa Risk Knowledge
(Urban ARK) team at the Bartlett Development
Planning Unit (DPU), University College London.
The workshop was the initial engagement
of a SLURC-DPU partnership under the Urban
ARK research programme. Participants included
academics, researchers, government officials,
NGOs and development practitioners, as well
as community residents from Dworzack and
Cockle Bay, where further in-depth studies
were carried out.

Rapid urbanisation has led to pockets
of unplanned settlements. A number
of factors have caused this, notably a
local economy dominated by smallscale and informal businesses; a
growing demand for living close to
business centres and markets; and
unaffordable land and housing in the
formally planned areas of the city
During the last decade, Sierra Leone, like many
other African countries, promoted a decentralised
governance approach to disaster risk management
(DRM). While the approach seeks to enhance local
authorities’ and local dwellers’ capacity to mitigate
frequently documented and monitored hazards such
as large-scale floods, it does not comprehensively
address the combined impacts of everyday risks and
small-scale episodic disasters.
The workshop offered an opportunity to contrast
the officially established framework that governs
DRM with the actual practices deployed by ordinary
citizens, state agencies and external support agencies
(e.g. donors and NGOs) to mitigate, reduce and
prevent risk. To achieve this, participatory methods
were adopted to establish where and when risk
accumulation cycles occur and what actions are taken
or practices implemented by local communities and
public organisations.
Xxx Xxxxx xx Xxxxxx Xxxx 2019 | 65

Freetown

Participatory methods capture
urban change trajectories
Several methods are available to capture trajectories
of urban change and to understand where change
happens, why it happens, who is affected and how.
Co-producing this information with those who
experience negative trajectories of change is essential
to reversing such processes. These methodologies are:
• Settlement timelines outlining demographic
change and the actions of local communities to
improve, over time, housing, services provisions
and infrastructure to cope with and mitigate
disaster events.
• Community-led mapping integrates the settlement
timelines into processes whereby external actors
and community residents, through focus group
discussions, share and fine-tune their experiences,
knowledge and perceptions, so as to build a risk
profile of the area. This process documents known
risks with open source mobile phone applications
such as Ramblr, which participants are trained
to use. It allows participants to create media files
(photographs, audio, video and text) to track
their location on a map and document hazards,
risk mitigation interventions, sites of previous
disasters, etc.
• Disaster risk management wheels (see Fig. 1)
are used to better understand and assess risk
mitigation actions. This is done by identifying
and evaluating the collective and individual risk
responses by ordinary citizens, the public sector
and external support agencies. The discussion
and creation of the wheels are centred on what is
done to address small-scale and periodic hazards
(such as fires, accidents, flooding and waterrelated illnesses), who addresses them, and what
resources are used to do so. These are useful
tools to: a) assess different actors’ capacity to act;
b) evaluate the impacts of actions, projects and
programmes; and c) design more effective and
collaborative interventions.
The main findings show that residents of
informal settlements are prone to multiple hazards
and risks. Although this general statement holds
true for most informal settlements, a closer
examination reveals varying challenges that depend
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The research in Freetown showed that residents of informal settlements do have capacity to better
respond to disasters and risks if awareness- raising and self-help/community schemes are applied

on the location and the spatial distribution of
informal settlements. This is demonstrated by the
case studies of Dwozark and Cockle Bay (hillside
and coastal communities, respectively), which were
purposely sampled for this study.

Risk in hillside informal settlements:
The case of Dwozark
Dwozark is an informal hillside settlement which
has been populated since the 1940s. Estimated to
host 32,000 residents today, Dwozark is characterised
by poorly constructed housing (mainly mud bricks
and corrugated iron sheets), poor road networks
and sanitation facilities and shortfalls in social
infrastructure. Land ownership in the settlement is
contested, hindering self- and community investment
in improved housing.
The settlement is prone to fires (with 12
incidents between 2010 and 2016, mostly due to

Freetown

Figure 1
Floods: The DRM Risk Wheel on flooding in Freetown
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to crises. Comprehensive, proactive and coordinated
collective risk and disaster management at the
community level, including community preparedness
and prevention, however, is not yet in place.

Urban risk in coastal informal settlements:
The case of Cockle Bay
Cockle Bay is an informal settlement located along
the Aberdeen Creek on the western coast of Freetown.
The land is mainly owned by the municipality
and home to an estimated 540 households. The
settlement has poor infrastructure and lacks services
(potable water and sanitation, health care, waste
management and electricity). The vulnerability
profile of coastal informal settlements like Cockle
Bay reveals cumulative losses from seasonal flooding,
lack of domestic and community infrastructure and
waterborne diseases. Residents also face persistent and
long-standing eviction threats due to the location’s
designation as ‘risk prone’ and its earmarking for
ecological conservation.
Residents are wary of openly discussing
risk with external agencies, as this may further
increase the eviction threat. The politics of using
risk as a justification for eviction contributes to
the uncertainty which, in turn, undermines both
collective community and individual action to address
known risks and bring about investment in housing
improvements. This conspires to further increase
residents’ vulnerability.

Community responses
domestic cooking and lighting fuel accidents and
faulty electrics); floods (especially for those living
along the edges of the George Brook stream); rock
falls (exacerbated by erosion and construction on
the steep hillside); and outbreaks of waterborne
diseases (due to unsafe water and waste disposal in
drains and the stream). Although the number of
fatalities from these risks appears to be relatively
low (barring a 2014 Ebola outbreak), the full extent
of vulnerability in Dwozark is significant when
the cumulative effect of losses from these lesser
disasters is considered.
There is some degree of community organisation,
including a Community Disaster Management
Committee (CDMC) and a system of Community
Health Workers (CHWs), both established in response

Residents of informal settlements do have capacity
to better respond to disasters and risks if awarenessraising and self-help/community schemes are
applied. Examples of such community initiatives are
CDMCs, CHWs and the Federation of the Urban and
Rural Poor (FEDURP).
Settlements are bestowed with different riskresponse capacities. A major determinant of their
capacity is the presence of community governance
structures. When such structures are in place
and functioning, residents are more likely to be
organised into committees and trained. Very
effective responses typically do emerge from jointinitiatives of residents and the city council or other
public agencies, such as fire awareness and hazard
monitoring in the case of Cockle Bay.
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Chapter 8

Applying multiple
methods to
understand and
address urban risk
Policy pointers
• The range of hazards that inhabitants of African towns and
cities face can be described as a `spectrum of risk’ that require a
`spectrum of methods’ to understand it.
• Multidisciplinary research and multifaceted interventions are
central to reducing urban risk.

Most informal settlements have especially high risks of infection and injury,
notably for children
© John Wollwerth
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The inhabitants of African towns and cities are at risk
from events that can cause impoverishment, illness,
injury or death. The range of hazards they face can
be described as a spectrum of risk. Yet despite the
rapidly growing number of African urban dwellers,
the extent and relative severity of these risks, and how
they are often interrelated, are poorly understood. A
multi-country research programme has shown that
using a spectrum of methods is an effective way to
better understand urban risk and is an essential tool in
breaking cycles of risk accumulation.
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Most sub-Saharan African towns and cities are
risky places. Dense concentrations of people and
economic activity, high levels of water and air
pollution, inadequate provision of basic services
and insufficient risk-reducing infrastructure have
resulted in high incidences of physical injury, serious
illness, reduced productivity and loss of life. The
risks, whether from disasters or from disease, tend to
disproportionately affect low-income groups.
Urban Africa Risk Knowledge (Urban ARK) - a
wide-ranging multi-country programme of research
- has applied a `spectrum of methods’ to understand
this `spectrum of risks’ across urban sub-Saharan
Africa. Applying this approach helps in understanding
and addressing the events and processes that affect
health, disrupt lives and livelihoods, prevent some
people from escaping from poverty and cause other
vulnerable individuals to slip back into poverty.

The spectrum of urban risk
Residents of urban centres, and of low-income
neighbourhoods in particular, face a range of risks. This
spectrum of risk can be understood as ‘all the potential
and likely causes of events resulting in premature
death, illness, injury or impoverishment’ (Satterthwaite
and Bartlett, 2017). While for many years, studies of
disaster risk focused primarily on large, single-hazard
disasters that caused substantial damage to property
or loss of life, there has been growing recognition of
what is termed `extensive risk.’ This is associated with
the ‘dispersed and recurrent occurrence of small- and
medium-scale impact misfortunes’ (Lavell and Maskrey,
2014). Cumulatively, these can severely erode coping
capacities and livelihood strategies.
Direct engagement with residents of low-income
urban communities frequently reveals the many
factors that cause losses, damage to property, injury,
ill health or even death. It can also shed light on the
underlying drivers of susceptibility to harm in the
multi-hazard environments of everyday life.
At one end of the spectrum of risk are the
everyday health risks faced by residents of low-income
and informal settlements. Most informal settlements
are unhealthy places with especially high risks of
infections and injury, notably so for children. At the
other end of the risk range are large urban disasters,
such as Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans (2005)
and the earthquake in Port au Prince (2010). Falling
somewhere in between are intermittent calamities

Box 1: Why is it important to understand
risk in urban centres in sub-Saharan Africa?
Understanding and reducing risk in urban centres in
sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) is relevant for several reasons:
• Most towns and cities in SSA are growing rapidly. Between
1950 and 2000, the overall urban population of SSA grew
from 20 to 197 million; in 2015 it reached 360 million and it
is projected to amount to 1.1 billion by 2050. Although the
smaller urban centres (<1 million inhabitants) are among the
fastest growing, risk research has overwhelmingly focused
on the largest cities. The need for reducing urban risk is
acknowledged and embedded in the goals of the Sendai
Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction, UN Habitat’s New
Urban Agenda and the Sustainable Development Goals.
• The growth in urban populations is neither matched by
an equivalent increase in urban governments’ resources
and capacities, nor by an equally expanded supply of welllocated, adequately serviced and affordable land and
housing for low-income groups. Rather, in this governance
and supply void, many low-income urban dwellers revert
to informal settlements. Of course, not all such settlements
are equally risky – and the inhabitants of some formal
settlement areas can also be exposed to unacceptably high
levels of risk – but such deprivations both create risks and
reduce the ability of people to cope with them.
• Urban growth is taking place alongside climate change
and other pressing challenges such as the threat of newlyemerging diseases. There is significant opportunity and
potential for resilience building and addressing disaster
risk before it arises, especially in urban centres and in
urban informal settlements where much innovation and
creativity is centred.

such as floods, fires and temperature extremes that,
yet again, disproportionally affect low-income and
informal settlement inhabitants. Yet most of these are
ignored beyond (or even by) local media outlets

Addressing the information deficit
Generating comprehensive, itemised, and socially
and spatially disaggregated information on the full
spectrum of risk requires complete and detailed
Xxx Xxxxx xx Xxxxxx Xxxx 2019 | 71

A spectrum of methods

reports of all events that result in premature death,
serious illness or injury, loss of or damage to assets
(including housing), and loss of livelihoods. Yet many
of the records that could provide such information
are absent or incomplete for many SSA cities.
The approach taken to research throughout the
Urban ARK project was deliberately open and iterative
rather than narrowly defined and restrictive. This
ensured that the most appropriate approaches –
using available data, presence of local expertise and
identified need from policy actors – were used in each
location. A major focus has been on engagement with
city stakeholders and supporting demand-driven
approaches to evidence for generating and identifying
policy priorities.

problems - from poor water and sanitation to seasonal
floods and drought, and large-scale disaster events
(Manda and Wanda, 2017).

Documentary and institutional analysis

One of the most comprehensive
datasets for understanding extensive
risk is generated by DesInventar, an
online database on disasters, based on
pre-existing official data, academic
records, newspaper sources and
institutional reports

Despite widespread data deficiencies, documentary
analysis can be a useful source of information
on the spectrum of risk in African cities. While
this is seldom as straightforward as analysing
readily available datasets, there are certain readilyavailable sources and others that can be accessed and
analysed. The Demographic and Health Survey (DHS),
for instance, is a large-sample survey undertaken on
a regular basis (typically every five years) to provide
data on population, health, and nutrition.
One of the most comprehensive datasets for
understanding extensive risk is generated by
DesInventar (www.desinventar.net), an online
database on disasters, based on pre-existing official
data, academic records, newspaper sources and
institutional reports. An analysis of DesInventar data
on Dakar, Freetown, Kampala, Nairobi and Niamey
(Osuteye, Johnson and Brown, 2016) suggests that the
major losses in urban disasters in these cities came
from flooding, epidemics, fires and traffic accidents
and, to a smaller extent, building collapse, industrial
disasters, drowning and storms. In terms of houses
destroyed or damaged, flooding is by far the leading
cause, although fires and storms also instigate
considerable losses.
Other sources of data can be accessed to
complement the picture of the drivers of risk. These
include records from hospitals, reports on traffic
accidents and fires. The research in Karonga Town
included one year of archived inpatient records
of Karonga District Hospital to assess the relative
importance of different environmental health
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Community data: surveys and
participatory approaches
Various data collections can be used to build
an understanding of risk in low-income urban
neighbourhoods (see Box 2).
Household surveys to assess risk can draw on
existing methodological approaches or develop new
ones. Boubacar et al. (2017) modified the Household
Economy Approach (HEA) – a tool routinely used
to monitor household-level vulnerability to food

security shocks in rural sub-Saharan Africa – to
assess the absorptive capacity of residents in floodprone neighbourhoods in Niamey, Niger (Boubacar,
Pelling and Barcena, 2017). More participatory and
ethnographic approaches, such as participatory
mapping and transect walks, can also be used. If
applied appropriately, these methodologies can go
beyond recording perceptions of risk to help bring
local risk to policymakers’ attention.
While some of these approaches may provide
detailed insight into very specific and complex risk
situations, they can also, by their sheer detailed
focus, render themselves less useful for further and
comparative analysis.

Observational tools and remotely sourced data
Technological advances have made it easy to record
different types of data, at low cost, on portable
equipment. This includes logging the locations of
particular hazards and recording accurate data on

A spectrum of methods

Box 2: Open source mapping
for risk reduction
In addition to local knowledge, academia worldwide
can also contribute to the generation of data useful for
understanding exposure to natural hazards. An Urban
ARK ‘mapathon’, (mapping marathon) organised by KCL
Humanitarian Mappers in London in March 2016, aimed
to enrich the globally crowdsourced OpenStreetMap
spatial dataset for the town of Karonga. Before the
mapathon, 75 buildings and 243 km of roads were
mapped. After the mapathon (and during the following
weeks when the task was available online for the global
community to contribute to) 29,030 buildings and 1,347
km of road were mapped, with the data being freely
available for download. Since the diagram is based on
recent aerial imagery, the resulting map presents an
objective view of the spatial distribution of formal and
informal housing and roads across the area from which
exposure to hazards, such as floods and earthquakes, can
be better understood through the overlaying of hazard
maps and infrastructure maps.

air and water pollution. The use of this type of data
in research in Dakar (Senegal), Mombasa and Nairobi
(Kenya) has helped identify linkages between selfreported health conditions and exposure to poor solid
waste management. At the same time, biomedical
sampling around the municipal waste dump site
in Dandora, Nairobi, showed infections, injuries,
accidents and chronic and mental illnesses associated
with exposure to solid waste among landfill workers
(APHRC, 2017).
Remote sensing techniques can be useful
when there is data paucity, since it allows for first
approximations to develop ‘good enough’ models.
For several cities, remote sensing provided a coarse
overview of urban infrastructure (e.g. roads, water,
communications, electricity) and the zoning of the city
into different parcels (‘urban textures’). Overlaying
these urban texture maps with coarse hazard event
maps enables insights into how different parts of the
city are likely to be affected by the same event, and
how people, goods, and hazardous processes might
flow between these zones during a hazard event.
Providing climate information for cities requires
using different types of data from multiple sources.

Climate data, for instance, has been used to develop
climate profiles and narratives for various Urban
ARK case study cities and to facilitate effective
communication of complex climate information
to improve data use and stakeholder engagement.
But this information needs to be complemented by
qualitative studies that look at such matters as the
impact of heat stress in informal settlements.

Conclusion
Addressing the spectrum of urban risk requires
innovation in methodological approaches; notably
the use of a diverse set of methods (quantitative
and qualitative, deductive and inductive) to
capture and support better information towards
risk-reduction interventions in integrated ways.
Adopting a mixed method approach helps to bridge
technical, historical, social, health, and other
perspectives and data.
Several key conclusions can be drawn:
• Data collection methods are particularly useful
where they are locally informed. The approaches
described above recognise the specific challenges
posed by urbanisation in Africa, and how
urbanisation contributes to risk. They help identify
data collection methods that can be applied
in low-income neighbourhoods and/or highrisk settlements.
• Effective research on the spectrum of urban risk
requires close partnerships among researchers,
community organisations, municipal authorities
and other research users – not just to provide
the type of information that is assumed to
be useful, but also to cooperate closely in
identifying data that will be useful for policy and
strategy formulation.
• There is a need for greater inter-urban and intraurban perspectives that identify and address risk
differentials between and within urban centres of
different sizes and in different geographic situations
that can inform urban and regional approaches
to planning and risk reduction. Individually, the
methods address an important, yet partial, range of
the spectrum of risk. But in joined-up approaches
they have the potential to address many of the
major risks in urban centres.
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Chapter 9

Communitybased disaster risk
reduction and climate
change adaptation;
findings across the
city studies
Policy pointers
• Community-based organisations set up by informal settlement
dwellers can contribute much to disaster risk reduction, but their
efforts can only scale if they work with the local government.
• Where local government lacks the capacity and resources
to address its responsibility of providing risk-reducing
infrastructure and services, it still has a key role to play in
authorising and encouraging community action, particularly in
informal settlements.
• National federations of slum/shack dwellers can contribute
to filling in data gaps on the full spectrum of risk in informal
settlements, from everyday, to small and large disaster risks.
• Attention to documenting and acting on everyday, small and large
disaster risks provides a foundation for climate change adaptation,
taking into consideration how climate change impacts are
changing, or will change the risk spectrum.

Research after the floods in Niamey showed stark differences in the times residents were
away from their homes dependent on their degree of resilience
© Gustave Deghilage
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Community-based organisation and action can contribute
greatly to disaster risk reduction and, by extension, build
resilience to the impacts of climate change. However, as
city case studies from the Urban Africa Risk Knowledge
(Urban ARK) programme show, community action
needs to be oriented more towards working with local
governments, rather than attempt to fill the gap of local
government inaction. This is the case even when a local
government lacks the capacity to act, since it can still
encourage and legitimise (or refrain from constraining
and repressing) community-based action. The city
studies also show how attention to the full spectrum of
risks can highlight interactions between risk reduction
from everyday, small and large disasters. In addition,
community-led data collection on conditions in informal
settlements can inform and strengthen community-local
government partnerships for risk reduction.
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Fundamental change in responding to disasters,
which includes a strong focus on disaster risk
reduction, has largely been driven by risk assessments
in urban centres in Latin America. It has also greatly
been influenced by the development and application
of the DesInventar methodology (see http://www.
desinventar.net/methodology.html), which made the
recording of disasters more comprehensive. Many city
governments have reoriented their approaches, plans
and investments accordingly.
This change in methodology has also been
influential in other regions, as shown by the
application of DesInventar in Ibadan (Adelekan, 2017).
However, the Ibadan local government, as in the
other Urban ARK case studies cities in Africa, has
little capacity and funding for disaster risk reduction
and less capacity to act than Latin American cities.
There are huge gaps in the provision of infrastructure
and services that underpin disaster risk reduction
and climate change adaptation, and which are the
responsibility of local government. Even though
Ibadan is an important and rapidly growing city, its
various local governments are seriously constrained
by inadequate funding from the state and federal
government – as seen in the dramatic fall in funding
for social services, the rapid increase in debt or the nonpayment of civil servants’ salaries. Here, the greatest
driver of risk, whether of disasters or the outcomes of
everyday risk, is the inability of many local African
governments to meet their responsibilities, as shown
by the case of Karonga and other Urban ARK city case
studies (Manda and Wanda, 2017).
When a local government lacks the capacity to act
on risk, individuals, households and communities are
forced to fill the governance gap, notably for services
such as water provision and home treatment and
disposing of household and toilet waste. Households
are also often left with the responsibility of ensuring
that their residences are resilient to extreme weather
events and accidental fires, or of organising their own
security schemes to protect their homes and other
assets. However, praising community organisations for
their ‘resilience’ can also be used to deflect criticisms
of local government inaction (Kaika, 2017).

Reducing risk in low-income communities
Research after the 2015 floods in Niamey assessed
the resilience of 300 low-income households living
in a range of flood-prone neighbourhoods. Hazard

exposure was similar across the different locations,
with six to eight days of flooding. However, there
were stark differences in the number of days
household members lived outside their dwelling
because flooding had rendered their homes
uninhabitable. For the moderate and high resilience
categories, no relocation was reported. For the very
low and low-resilience groups, the average time spent
away from home was 15 and 19 days, respectively.
Household interviews indicated that strong
relationships had been built between at-risk
households and local organisations (neighbourhood
associations and mosques). This included giving
and receiving support during shock events such
as floods. However, there were lower rates of this
social resilience component in the post-flooding
period. Many households reported being resigned
to flooding and have no strategies to address these
shocks. A need was therefore identified for local
authorities to take measures to engage with, and
support, low-income households at risk (Boubacar
et al., 2017).
There is generally a lack of data and other
evidence to inform government action in subSaharan cities on disasters and other risks. In cities
where ‘small disasters’ have been documented, the
scale and range of local government inaction has
become apparent, as is illustrated by the case studies
of Ibadan and Karonga (Adelekan, 2017). Local
governments have the responsibility, among others,
of maintaining city-wide drainage that guides away
small and large amounts of flood-water. They should
also ensure that affordable and safe housing plots
are available to avoid settlement on slopes at risk of
landslides or plots that are located in watersheds.
Other responsibilities include implementing
building codes that take account of disaster risks (i.e.
setting construction standards that, if applied, would
prevent damage or destruction by earthquakes or
extreme weather events), disaster resilient systems for
water, sanitation and solid waste services, and also
health care and adequate emergency responses in the
case of fires and floods. They are further expected
to provide traffic management to reduce accidents,
introduce advance warning systems to inform all
inhabitants of approaching disaster events (e.g.
extreme winds, heatwaves) and respond appropriately
to such events. But local government action must go
beyond just legislation and policies. In Nairobi, for
example, there is no shortage of policies on solid waste
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Community profiling and mapping is not only important for identifying and
acting on disaster risk, but is also useful for filling a large data gap at the local
government level. There are now over 12 national federations of slum/shack
dwellers in sub-Saharan Africa
management, but there is a marked deterioration in
waste collection (Haregu et al., 2017).

Community-led action
Community organisations can play an important
role in risk reduction in informal settlements,
especially where local government action falls
short in infrastructure, services and land use
management. However, to what extent can
community organisation and action replace local
government action on disaster risk reduction? In
taking on these tasks, do community organisations
risk absolving local governments of their
responsibilities?
The Urban ARK case studies include examples
of community-based organisation and action in
Nairobi, such as the Kenyan slum dwellers’ federation,
Muungano Wa Wanavijiji, which maps and profiles
informal settlements and manages a successful
resettlement programme for people living close to
railway tracks (Mitra et al., 2017). A case study in
Freetown describes the work of various community
organisations and structures. It shows why the
existence of community governance structures is a
major component of disaster risk reduction capacity.
When these structures are functioning well, residents
are more likely to be organised into committees and
trained. Moreover, the research has indicated that
very effective responses occur under joint initiatives
by residents and the city council or other public
agencies, as is evident from the Cockle Bay case study
(Adriana et al., 2017).
There are many examples of effective autonomous
action by community organisations in informal
settlements where the local government lacked
capacity, including successful cases of household- and
community-level coping and adaptation (Stephens,
Patnaik and Lewin, 1996). However, community
organisations work locally and cannot put in
place city-wide systems of risk reduction. They can
neither build the trunk infrastructure (e.g. piped
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water, sewers, drains, and all-weather roads), nor
reduce the risks of flood on watersheds. Policies
that promote interventions at an individual level
are equally unable to respond to the underlying
structural causes of risk cycles (Mitra et al., 2017).
In addition, autonomous adaptation tends to
divert risks to people in other locations, such as
improved drains to decrease flood risks but which
discharge into neighbourhoods downstream.
Therefore, most of the reduction of everyday
and disaster risk in urban areas is not possible if
local governments fail to meet their responsibilities.
Inaction by urban governments, especially failure
to address the underlying causes, is the single-most
important factor in determining most life- and healththreatening risks. This is often further underpinned
by lack of support from higher levels of government
and international agencies. The assessment of
solid waste management practices in Nairobi and
Mombasa, for instance, points to complex and
difficult governance issues, including the need for a
stronger institutional capacity to enforce regulatory
frameworks, besides action to address patronage,
corruption and criminal cartels (Adelekan, 2017).

Drawing on risk data collected by
grassroots organisations
Research in each of the case study cities included
space for low-income households, community
organisations and other civil society groups to
contribute to risk documentation. This comprised
setting priorities for action through focus group
discussions, participatory mapping and interviews
with community leaders.
Community profiling and mapping is not only
important for identifying and acting on disaster
risk, but is also useful for filling a large data gap at
the local government level. There are now over 12
national federations of slum/shack dwellers in subSaharan Africa – including Kenya, Malawi, Nigeria,
Sierra Leone and Tanzania – where Urban ARK

Community-based risk reduction

teams are at work. These are federations of savings
groups set up and managed by the inhabitants of
informal settlements, with most savers and savings
group managers being women. Among the methods
used by such federations to engage the state is
the preparation of detailed profiles and maps of
urban informal settlements. Prior to this, local
governments had little, if any data, or maps of these
settlements (see http://knowyourcity.info).
The profiles include reports from informal
settlement residents on their everyday and disaster
risks, as well as detailed maps with boundaries
and GPS coordinates. If local governments
agree to support upgrading, then more detailed
enumeration (in effect a census) is undertaken in
each informal settlement to collect data for each
household and plot. Since all data are collected
by community members, the information can be
fed back to the residents to stimulate and support
their formulation of plans and priorities. This
type of community-driven data collection has
been a key factor underpinning the resettlement
programme in Nairobi.
The informal settlement profiles and
community-driven censuses contain a lot of detail
on the risks reported by the residents, including
risks due to inadequate water, sanitation, solid waste
collection, health care and emergency services.
Data has also been collected on disasters and on
inhabitants’ perception of the most serious risks
they face. Since the same set of questions is used for
each survey, the information can further be used for
city comparisons

Avoiding forced eviction
From the perspective of many low-income
communities, the greatest disaster risk is forced
eviction without consultation, without provision of
alternative accommodation and without warning.
Recent reports from Lagos give a powerful example
of forced evictions, both in their scale and in the
community responses (see www.justempower.
org). Here too, the nature of the relationship
between residents of informal settlements and the
local government is key. Many slum/shack dweller
federations in sub-Saharan Africa and elsewhere
were established partly to resist evictions, and partly
to develop better relations with local governments
to help avoid evictions. If the eviction cannot not

be avoided, public authorities should engage with
residents on how to make resettlement plans serve
their needs (Haregu et al., 2017)
It must be understood, however, that not all
forced evictions, calamitous as they may be to those
affected, are illegal actions by the public authorities.
There may be pressing reasons for local authorities
to demand clearance of an area ‘for the public
good’ or ‘in the public interest.’ In such cases, those
affected should receive adequate warning, be offered
compensation and/or a resettlement option. This is
in contrast to ‘evictions contrary to the law,’ where
evictions do not follow proper procedure.
Governments may also justify and implement
forced eviction as part of their disaster risk
reduction or climate change adaptation policies. The
justification for this can be a formal designation
of the area as risk prone (mainly due to floods and
disease outbreaks) or earmarked for important
new urban functions. In Freetown, the residents
of informal settlements have long been faced with
persistent (annual) threats of eviction, since they had
settled on areas of land subject to annual flooding
and designated by the local authorities as ecological
conservation areas. The case study on Freetown
shows how such threats and uncertainty undermine
both collective community action to address the
known risks, and residents’ individual investment
in housing, which further increases the risks. The
eviction threat made residents wary of discussing
risk openly with external agencies, as that could
increase the threat of eviction (Mitra et al., 2017).
Community-driven informal settlement
profiles are an important means in preventing
eviction. Besides providing information on land
tenure, eviction threats and disaster risks, such
profiles can provide detailed data on livelihoods
and business activity to demonstrate the economic
importance of informal settlements to the city
and the consequential costs to the city if they were
to be bulldozed

Conclusion
In most urban contexts, one key role of community
organisation and action on risk reduction is to
gain local government engagement and support.
This calls for more collective and participatory
efforts that take on board local knowledge and the
resources of both ordinary citizens and public actors.
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Chapter 10

Inserting rights
and justice into
urban resilience
in the South
Policy pointers
• Urban resilience can play a central role in progressive development
if approached from a perspective of the rights of citizens.
• Opportunities must be created for ‘negotiated resilience’ that
focuses on resilience processes rather than resilience outcomes.
• Resilience responses are more likely to be successful if they
integrate local processes, knowledge and norms.
• More African contributions are needed to help reimagine the
role that African cities can play in global financial, political and
scientific processes.

The critical losses suffered by poorer households through floods and
other natural disasters are often overlooked
© Matthieuclouis
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The concept of resilience is receiving wide attention
and is gaining policy traction globally. Since much
of the resilience agenda has been shaped by policies
and discourses from the global North, its actual
applicability in cities of the global South, particularly in
Africa, has not been sufficiently assessed or taken into
consideration. Urban residents in many African cities
daily face significant risks. Making the rights of urban
citizens resilient, rather than a focus on the resilience
of physical and ecological infrastructures, could help
address many of the root causes of the risks. Negotiated
and endogenous forms of resilience are key to bringing
the emphasis back to people and processes, and in order
to focus on rights and lived realities.

82 | Xxx Xxxxx xx Xxxxxx Xxxx 2019

Rights and justice in urban resilience

The concept of resilience is increasingly informing
the policy agenda of urban risk management in the
global South. In the past, the focus has mostly been
on ensuring the resilience of infrastructures. Hard
infrastructure, technical engineering and ecosystem
services continue to play a critical role in building
pathways to resilience today. This chapter aims at
reconceptualising the aims of resilience building,
seeking more emphasis on urban citizens’ rights
and justice than on resilience infrastructure. This
approach draws on theories that consider justice
to include: a) the fair distribution of social and
material advantages; b) meaningful participation
by all those affected in decision-making processes;
c) acknowledgement of social, cultural and
political differences; and d) the right to provision of
minimum levels of capabilities and opportunities to
achieve livelihood and wellbeing goals (Young, 1990;
Sen, 1990; Rawls, 1971).
This chapter deliberately focuses on the global
South, because the failings of everyday development
are most real there and because of the high degree
of urban inequality and threats to social and
ecological resilience. As a result, impoverished urban
population strata are increasingly vulnerable to
everyday stresses and even less able to deal with the
(more rare) extreme events.
In this chapter key consideration is given to
resilience, rights, entitlements and risk management
in urban areas (Lawhorn et al., 2014). The entry
points for considering the logic and utility of
a justice orientation to resilience include: a)
finance; b) decision-making; c) scale; and d) global
systems because that would encourage a critical
consideration of hazardous events. This chapter
is informed by the lived realities and conceptual
innovations of urban contexts.

The urban resilience agenda
Policy narratives on urban resilience tend to focus
on expert-driven inputs, such as engineering-based
understandings, and on externally defined pathways
to development (MacKinnon and Derickson, 2012).
The global urban policy narrative also assumes that
planning processes are both relevant and inclusive,
regardless of the actual decision-making norms
or capacities that exist or are lacking at the city
level. Despite this criticism, the resilience agenda
has been endorsed by global frameworks like the

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and Northern
development agencies’ programmes such as, for
example, the Rockefeller Foundation’s 100 Resilient
Cities project.
While recognising that multiple actors
play a part, local authorities have the primary
responsibility for delivering urban resilience.
However, contemporary resilience planning often
shifts the responsibility to individuals and ‘at risk’
households. This forces urban citizens to cope
with, rather than resolve the social structures,
legal arrangements and administrative practices
that inequitably distribute vulnerability and risk.
The voices of urban residents and their capacity
to contribute are often missing from resilience
building, with clear implications for procedural
justice. The mention of resilience alongside
‘wellbeing’ and ‘poverty alleviation’ in the SDGs puts
emphasis on the need to deliver urban resilience
through governance. But there is little guidance
on how financial systems, decision-making or
information systems can support this policy agenda.

Questioning resilience
While the resilience agenda now receives considerable
global attention, it is not without its critics. Criticism
notably focuses on the ambiguity of the term
`resilience.’ Indeed, its uncertain nature leaves the
concept vulnerable to vested interests’ interpretations,
while it does not account for the political structures
of decision-making in the local context. Nonetheless,
increasing references to resilience in visioning
documents, and in the urban planning discourse,
make the concept important to engage with.
Resilience holds value because its strategies are
often both multi-scalar and system-oriented. That
methodology is more useful for addressing complex,
everyday stressors in socio-ecological contexts
than the more restrictive approaches that tend to
dominate today’s urban adaptation and planning (De
Sherbinin et al., 2007; Carter et al., 2015).

Rights and justice in the context of resilience
‘Rights’ and ‘justice’ are contested terms too. They
have intrinsic value, meaning that they are valuable
in themselves, as well as instrumental value, in that
they hold significance as a way to achieve further
goals. Their instrumental value is central to resilience
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because it implies that having a right- or justice-based
entitlement increases the formal or informal social
protection afforded to the rights bearer.
This chapter assumes that people have a basic
right to core entitlements, such as personal safety,
good health, access to safe water and sanitation,
shelter, energy, transport and communications,
food and education (Sultana and Loftus, 2012).
Entitlements are understood as the bundles of
commodities or services that people can access
in society, including all of their rights and

and lacking risk-reducing infrastructure is growing,
generating further inequality (Ezeh et al., 2016).
For resilience to play a central role in progressive
development, it is necessary to:

The resilience agenda endeavours to
help cities prepare themselves, both
for catastrophic events that can
overwhelm existing systems and
for everyday risk

• Understand how a resilience approach to
governance, combined with focused rightsand justice-based empowerment of vulnerable
communities, can encourage the safeguarding
of entitlements in the face of such everyday
challenges as violence and disease.

• Develop a rights- and justice-based approach
to vulnerability, based on plausible (even if
contested) views;
• Identify the underlying causes of poor alignment
of rights and justice, on the one hand, and peoples’
actual lived entitlements on the other; and

To this end, four entry points for inserting rights
and justice into urban resilience are proposed:
opportunities (Sen, 1984). In terms of justice, some
theories emphasise the importance of recognising
(and treating) everyone as equal within a society,
while others focus on the importance of fair
distribution of benefits.
The resilience agenda endeavours to help
cities prepare themselves, both for catastrophic
events that can overwhelm existing systems and
for everyday risk. There are persistent shortfalls
in administrative, organisational, budgetary and
human resource agendas in many cities in the South,
that undermine peoples’ rights and entitlements
and that cause increased vulnerability to shocks
(Neumayer and Plumper, 2007). The challenges, but
also the opportunities, of resilience framing is to
bring together systemic protection and processes
that deliver on basic needs, while managing and
planning for extreme events.
Making the investments and procedures through
which progressive rights claims can be honoured
can ensure that resilience becomes a central
component of pro-poor and progressive development.
This is important, because the degree to which
communities are resilient to both everyday accidents
and extreme events is related to the distribution of
employment opportunities, infrastructure, adequate
housing and other needs. In African cities, the
number of people living in informal settlements
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1. Move away from a mere financial
perspective of risk.
To really understand risk and its place in urban
governance, analyses should engage a broad set of
stakeholders. However, the risk discourse tends to
mostly focus on financial analyses and asset insurance
considerations that merely consider economic losses
resulting from everyday mishaps or disasters of all
scales. The broader impacts on humans, and the
often critical losses suffered by poorer households,
whether through everyday mishaps or larger events,
are often overlooked (Vatn and Bromley, 1994;
Hallegatte et al., 2017). A justice focus would reorient
urban governance towards identifying which types
of risk are to be prioritised and mitigated, and what
outcomes ought to be avoided.
The emerging resilience discourse provides an
opportunity to improve on the current financial
risk analyses by furthering the understanding
of the underlying, structural causes and the
trade-offs associated with addressing risk from
a financial perspective. Resilience approaches
would benefit from:
• Understanding the drivers of global capital
investments, to find ways to reallocate these
towards poverty-alleviating public goods;

Rights and justice in urban resilience

• Engaging the social justice perspective
and identifying what currently influences
urban governance;

imposing externally defined pathways and approaches.
Rather, it should first explore communities’ own,
embedded resilience and capacity to adapt to risk.

• Reorienting investments to ensure that justicebased concerns are incorporated in risksrelated decisions;

4. Place urban resilience within global systems
While endogenous resilience is important, African
cities are nested within global, regional and local
political and financial systems. Nonetheless, they have
common characteristics that set them apart. Notably,
they share a history of late decolonisation and they
hold a peripheral place in world systems. This has
created an urban political economy unique to Africa
(Ernston et al., 2014). Many African cities, compared to
cities elsewhere, have a lesser ability to influence the
global system. Recent solutions to building resilience
have relied on green consumption, the growth of
capital markets and other financial solutions that often
represent symptomatic approaches to vulnerability
and that do not attempt to understand the structural
causes of vulnerability. Local priorities, complexities
and contestations must be recognised if the African
cycle of economic dependency, ineffective political
regimes and embedded unsustainable development
is to be broken. Inserting rights and justice into

• Understanding which political and economic
relationships shaping urban governance have not
been fully considered; and
• Establishing a broader set of decision-making
criteria to ensure that negative externalities are
addressed and that actions generating positive
externalities are prioritised.
2. Create opportunities for negotiated resilience
The concept of negotiated resilience does not
predefine what resilience should look like. Instead,
it implies a process and an arena in which diverse
interests can be discussed and their interests,
values and experiences negotiated to define the
concept (Harris et al., 2017). Importantly, the process
of negotiating resilience involves contestation,
deliberation of trade-offs, prioritisation of interests
and critical evaluation and redistribution of gains and
losses. It is an iterative process that requires ongoing
support for meaningful and equitable participation.
Negotiated resilience has the potential to harness the
rights and justice aspects of resilience - for whom, to
what, where, when and why (Meerow and Newell,
2016). It further has a potential to insert equity,
accountability and justice into resilience planning
and interventions that would otherwise be technocentric and capital-driven (Anguelovski et al., 2016).
3. Strengthen endogenous forms of resilience
It is important to ground resilience in the urban
realities. African cities often have low governance
capacity, high levels of informality and combinations of
planned and unplanned urbanisation in low economic
development environments. Although achieving
resilience in African cities has many challenges, there
are countless locally embedded sources of resilience.
A mix of formal and informal networks often exists
alongside diverse knowledge practices, presenting
an opportunity to build resilience from the bottom
up (Myers, 2011; Pieterse, 2008; Taylor and Peter,
2014). Resilience building should be careful to avoid

Many African cities, compared to cities
elsewhere, have a lesser ability to
influence the global system
resilience offers a foundation for better addressing
these challenges, by seeking to change administrative
structures, visions and on-the-ground investments,
while reimagining Africa’s role in the global system.

Conclusion
Given that the concept of resilience is now more
widely used and gaining policy traction, this chapter
underlines the need to continue critical engagement
with it. A resilience framing can support pro-poor
development if rights and justice are inserted into
the thinking and urban governance policy. The
experience of Southern cities, particularly African
cities, must be central to the debate about the concept
of resilience. With a focus on rights and justice, the
everyday risks experienced by growing numbers of
urban residents will not be forgotten.
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