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Introduction 

The introduction of a Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) dedicated to making cities 
‘inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable’ (SDG 11) reflects the importance of urbanisation in the 
post-2015 development agenda. The challenges facing this agenda will be increasingly 
concentrated in Africa and Asia, where the majority of the world’s future urban growth is set to 
occur, but where the capacity to plan urban growth, provide risk-reducing infrastructure, and 
adapt to weather-related hazards is lacking. At the same time, little is known about how urban 
risks are distributed due to a lack of detailed and spatial data on losses at the urban scale. 
Even less is known about how social and political factors are combining with 
environmental factors to ingrain patterns of risk accumulation into urban development processes. 

This session will introduce what urban risk means and why it matters; the wide and multiple 
spectrum of hazards that often affects African cities and citizens; who is most affected and why; 
and why and how a better understanding of the urban risk-development nexus can help 
transforming the present and future of African cities

Urban risk: why does it matter? 

During the last two decades, the dynamics of urban development in African cities have been 
characterised by spontaneous fast growth and dramatic changes to the urban fabric that 
often compromise human wellbeing and environmental sustainability. Increased inequalities 
force low-income groups to settle mostly on marginal lands, reinforcing their exposure to a 
wide spectrum of risks, and imposing severe impacts on the everyday life, the livelihoods and 
assets of the urban poor as well as the environmental and socio-economic future of African cities.  



Urban development is a driver as much as a solution for risk and loss, and vulnerability a threat 
to poverty eradication. Understanding the linkages between urban development processes and 
risk accumulation is vital if development is to be a force for reducing rather than generating risk. 

Understanding risk - what does urban risk mean? 

Risk is commonly defined as the probability of negative consequences or losses induced by a 
combination of natural and man-made threats together with conditions of vulnerability, 
counterbalanced by the capacity to act to face and adapt to risk, as schematically illustrated in 
the Figure 1. Disasters are defined by actual damages and losses.  

Figure 1: How is risk defined? Source: Allen et al (2015: 2) 

While there is no magic formula to capture the complexity of urban risk, the notions of hazards or 
threats, vulnerability and capacity to act help us to understand what type of threats are likely to 
affect a city, who and what could be most affected, where and why, as well as what collective 
and individual capacities to act might counteract potential negative impacts.  

For instance, urban centers in low-elevation coastal areas are likely to be more affected by 
hazards such as recurrent floods and at risk from sea-level rise, stronger storms and other 
seaward hazards induced by climate change. However, negative impacts are typically higher for 
those living in informal settlements with poor tenure security and inadequate protective 
infrastructures, and within these settlements even higher for tenants’ households headed by 
single women with a high number of dependent children and/or elderly members.  

Living with risk - who is affected and why? 

Who you are, where you live and work and why has significant consequences on how 
vulnerable you might be to be exposed and negatively affected by one or multiple hazards. In 
turn, both biophysical and human dimensions of vulnerability influence people’s ability to 
respond or capacity to act prior, during and after a disaster event occurs.  

Furthermore, people’s capacity to act depends on the access and control they might have – 
individually and collectively - over different types of assets, such as savings and regular inflows 
of money, adequate shelter and basic services and infrastructure; social networks, as well as 
recognition and entitlements, among others. 



Women and men living in informal settlements respond to extensive risks through their 
collectives – notably the Freetown Federation of the Urban Poor – through sensitization and self-
help initiatives, and through the establishment of local Disaster Risk Management structures, as 
well as through a range of initiatives supported by NGOs and external support agencies.  

Vulnerability and capacity to act can be understood as two sides of the same coin, both 
regulated by collective grassroots agency, as well as external forces and shocks that either 
undermine or strengthen the right to live without risk 

A wide risk spectrum 

Typically, debates and interventions on urban risk have tended to focus on the occurrence of 
‘intensive’ or large-scale events such as earthquakes. However, across African cities, women and 
men face a wide spectrum of risks – ranging from intensive disasters that can cause massive 
deaths and damages to infrastructure and property, to ‘extensive’ risks or small-scale events 
such as fires, localized floods and everyday health hazards such as respiratory and 
gastrointestinal diseases (Box 2). Yet, the extent and impact of these different risks, why they 
occur and how they accumulate over time are poorly understood.  



Box 2: What does ‘extensive’ risk means? 

The United Nations International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (UNISDR) describes extensive risks as the “the exposure of 

dispersed populations to repeated threats with low intensity, which are highly localized and lead to accumulative impacts of 

disasters, further exasperated by poverty and urban as well as environmental degradation” (UNISDR, 2009: 31).  Extensive risks 

“refer to the loss of less than 25 human lives or less than 300 ruined households within one municipality or equivalent, associated 

to the impact of a disaster on a local scale;  risk is intensive when the loss exceeds these thresholds” (UNISDR, 2014: 1). 

Table 1 offers a comparative overview of the frequency, scale and impact of different types of 
disasters and hazards to be considered in urban risk management. According to international 
sources, over the last 20 years, there has been an increase in the number of local reports 
expressing high levels of losses caused by extensive disasters which manifest as damaged 
homes, affected persons and ruined healthcare and educational facilities. We therefore 
witness a growing trend in the mortality, morbidity and losses attributed to preventable 
disasters closely linked to the development challenges faced in most African cities (ISRD, 2011). 

Table 1: A risk continuum. Source: Bull-Kamanga et al (2003: 199). 

Everyday and episodic risks, like those illustrated in Figure 2, not only contrast with intensive and 
sporadic events on the scale of their impact. Their consideration also allows us to acknowledge 
the daily struggles and experiences of those men, women, boys and girls exposed to 
urbanization under risk conditions. Therefore, when seeking to establish the causes of everyday 
risks, the boundaries between human and natural influences become less evident, especially 
when analysing these along temporal and spatial scales as well as considering people’s daily 
practices.  



Additionally, the lack of knowledge and recording of these risks contributes to their invisibility 
which in its turn deepens their internalisation within the most vulnerable households and 
limits the design and implementation of preventive public interventions.  

Grassroots-led data collection and mapping tools such as ReMapRisk Freetown can inform and 
strengthen community-local government partnerships for risk reduction, and bring to the fore the 
full spectrum of risks experienced by the urban poor, ranging from everyday risks, through small 
and large scale disasters. The tool allows local communities to document and monitor how risk 
accumulation cycles or 'urban risk traps' materialise over time, where and why, feeding spatial 
and temporal details into an interactive online database.   

Figure 2: Everyday and episodic risks frequently found across many cities. Source: Ahmed et al  (2015). 

https://uclondon.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=6fa93fe520bb4d14a627b2546e8c8764
https://uclondon.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=6fa93fe520bb4d14a627b2546e8c8764


From Disaster Risk Management (DRM) to risk accumulation cycles:

Focusing on how multiple risks – intensive and extensive – accumulate over time is thus 
imperative, as risk accumulation cycles tend to concentrate in informal settlements due a 
combination of environmental factors (e.g. poor housing and infrastructure, exposure to 
physical and biological hazards, etc.), socio-economic factors (e.g. lack of income and 
assets) and institutional/political factors (e.g. lack of government and external support). 

Furthermore, risk accumulation weakens the efforts and investments made by ordinary people as 
well as those made by public entities to mitigate the impacts of disasters – small or large, 
similarly to the way in which urban poverty traps produced by complex conditions of urban 
deprivation, weaken the potential benefits offered by living in cities. Thus, understanding 
urban risk dynamics in relation to wider and historical processes of urban development, 
marginalisation and exclusion opens new pathways to generate inclusive and integrated 
approaches to risk management as part of urban development planning. 
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