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Chapter 2: The challenges of rapid urbanization and the potential for humanitarian crises

Key findings

· Since 2008, half of the world’s population, or 3.3 billion people, live in urban areas. This number is expected to rise to 5 billion by 2030. One-third of the urban population – or 1 billion people – currently live in slums worldwide.
· 80 per cent of the 5 billion urban dwellers will live in towns and cities of the developing world in 2030. 
· Natural growth, urban-to-urban migration, rural-to-urban migration and reclassification of settlements are the main factors contributing to urban growth.

· Most urban growth is taking place in small and medium-sized towns – 53% of the world’s urban population lives in towns and cities of under 500,000 residents.

· Cities present both challenges and opportunities, as centres of economic and social activity, contributing significantly to national GDP in both developed and developing countries. 

· MDGs and climate change challenges can be effectively addressed only if they are addressed in cities.

· Problems of urbanisation are a result of poorly planned and managed urbanisation processes, and the ‘urbanisation of poverty.’

· Sustainable urbanisation can be achieved by managing urban growth and development in such a way that it is environmentally sound, economically efficient and socially just, equitable and inclusive.
· Unless issues of urban poverty and urban slums are addressed effectively, urbanisation cannot be sustainable, and large segments of the urban population will remain vulnerable.

· Cities are susceptible to humanitarian crises due to the process of unplanned, ill-managed and exclusionary processes of urbanisation.

· Due to dense concentration of people, activities, resources and infrastructure, the impact of disasters is felt more severely in cities. Within cities, it is the poorer areas and communities which suffer the most damage of life, property and livelihoods as they are often situated on low-lying or otherwise hazardous sites, in poor quality housing, and overcrowded and insanitary living conditions.
· Epidemics and pandemics, urban violence and very often unfold in poor settlements due to close proximity of individuals and communities. 
· The limited ability of the poor to regroup, restart their lives and regain their livelihoods, often prolongs the crises and the need for humanitarian assistance.

· Rapid or accelerated urbanization can be understood as the phenomenon of speedy and largely unexpected movement of rural populations to urban areas within a short span of time, due to a clearly identifiable trigger such as a natural disaster, drought, inter- or intra-state conflict.
· Globally, displacement is not a critical contributing factor towards urbanization – there are only about 13 million urban IDPs and 6 million urban refugees  across the world. 
· At the regional, national and local levels, the links between forced migration, rapid urbanization and humanitarian crises become significant. 
· Even if the numbers are proportionately small, it is not just this extra population which is vulnerable once they appear in the city - they take cities to a new tipping point of vulnerability. 
Regional trends

· Africa is the fastest urbanising continent with over 3.3% growth per annum, followed by Asia (2.6%) and Latin America and the Caribbean (1.7%). 

· Asia currently has 1.5 billion urban residents, a number which will rise to 3.3 billion by 2050. Africa’s current urban population of 349 million is set to explode to 1.2 billion by 2050.

· Within these regions, sub-saharan Africa is growing at 4.58%, followed by south-eastern Asia at 3.82%. (see Figure 1, Table 1).

· Nearly 85% of Africa’s urban population is concentrated in small, medium and big towns (of less than 5 million inhabitants). These cities are also the fastest growing, especially in Africa. Small cities in Africa are growing at over 4% per annum (see Figures 2 and 3).

· Paradoxically, while they are growing most rapidly, small and medium-sized cities are least equipped to deal with the problems accompanying urbanisation, or those caused by natural and man-made disasters.

· Displacement due to natural disasters (whether or not climate change-related) is seen predominantly across southern and south-eastern Asia. Conflict-related displacement is also seen in southern and western Asia.

· Displacement induced by a combination of conflict, natural disasters and rural impoverishment is seen across sub-Saharan Africa.

· Latin America is also vulnerable to a range of natural disasters (hurricanes, cyclones, flooding, earthquakes). The high levels on inequality in Latin American cities are also a trigger for recurrent and high levels of urban violence and insecurity.

· Although most conflicts have subsided or are dormant in the LAC region, Colombia hosts one of the largest displaced populations in the world. 

· Hurricanes and windstorms are the most recurrent natural disasters in north America. As the aftermath of Katrina has demonstrated, even in wealthy nations such as the United States, the poorer and most disadvantaged communities bear the brunt of natural disasters due to their precarious locations, livelihoods, inability to escape prior to the disaster as well as regroup after disaster.

· The key vulnerabilities in urban areas result from: 

· the location and rapid growth of the majority of urban centres in coastal areas;

· the modification of the urban built and natural environment through human actions;

· the development and expansion of settlements (especially those of the poor) in hazard-prone locations;

· the failure of urban authorities to regulate building standards and land-use planning strategies;

· the high densities and concentration of people in urban areas;

· the problems associated with urbanization – poverty, overcrowding, lack of access to services and insanitary living conditions, exclusion and violence.

· A typology of crises caused, or exacerbated by rapid urbanization, includes:

· natural disasters such as cyclones, hurricanes, flooding differentially impacting the urban poor who live in the most hazard prone locations;

· damage caused by earthquakes, largely attributable to the governance failures and the lack of community preparedness;

· health crises and the spread of epidemics in urban areas, especially those which spread due to overcrowded and insanitary living conditions, lack of potable water or poor sanitation; these crises increase the rates of mortality, morbidity and trauma; 

· related health crises concern poor nutrition, food and water insecurities, due to widespread urban poverty and inequity and inaccessible, unaffordable or inadequate health infrastructure, 

· urban violence, civil disorder and conflict caused by the influx of migrants, the proximity of different population groups, the intense competition for scarce social resources, and the social marginalization of large sectors of the urban poor;

· climate change threatens to enhance, extend and generally exacerbate the natural disasters currently being faced by the world. 

A preliminary mapping of urban crisis hotspots

· All the aforementioned challenges affect different parts of the world differently. A few crisis ‘hotspots’ emerge as a result of the preliminary mapping of regional patterns of urbanization and urban poverty, natural disasters and conflict, and the impact of climate change. 
· Broadly, the main “hotspots” for urban crises are: 

· sub-saharan Africa (fastest urbanising, high levels of urban poverty, fast growing small and medium-sized cities, high levels of displacement, extensive and recurrent conflict etc.); 

· parts of southern and south-eastern Asia (maximum number of urban residents, fast-growing small and medium-sized cities, high risk of climate-related disasters, continuing conflict);

· western Asia (mainly due to conflict and urban displacement due to conflict);

· Latin America (due to natural disasters affecting coastal cities, continuing conflict in some countries, widespread urban violence and insecurity).

Implications for IASC

· Humanitarian crises and disasters in urban areas are socially constructed and multi-causal in origin. A combination of environmental, socio-economic and political factors can lead to a multi-dimensional humanitarian crisis to which urban environments and populations are especially vulnerable. 

· Disasters differentially impact the urban poor not because of the disaster event per se, but because of the inability (or unwillingness or unpreparedness) of governments to protect their urban residents, for instance through improved water supply and drainage, better flood protection, the provision of safe land for housing. Pro-poor and rights-based strategies provide the essential underpinning for any humanitarian interventions.

· While the issue of slums per se is a long-term development agenda rather than an immediate humanitarian concern, cities with high levels of poverty and exceedingly vulnerable slum populations must remain on the radar of humanitarian actors as potential “hotspots” for a variety of humanitarian crises.

· Small and medium-sized urban centres in developing and least-developed countries should be a particular focus on the IASC and its preparedness efforts. This is mainly because they demonstrate:

· High growth rates

· Low capacities in terms of human and financial resources, weaker urban management and planning capability
· Limited investment in infrastructure – e.g. water and drainage
· Attract less investment and donor interest. 
· Least preparedness for disasters. 
· Both short- and long-onset natural disasters, as well as conflict, often trigger large scale and unexpected migration of vulnerable rural populations to cities and towns. Small and medium urban centres located in regions affected by these factors need to be monitored closely by the IASC.

· There is very little disaggregated information or data on the urban mortality rates or displacement due to conflicts and other man-made disasters. Collection of urban data/field-based information for conflict-affected countries is potentially an area for follow-up by the IASC.

· Vulnerability derives from differential exposure to risk and preparedness, coping capacities, and recovery capabilities and is closely correlated with, and structured by, the extreme socio-spatial segregation of cities. Criteria and thresholds for urban vulnerability need to be defined by the IASC and used/incorporated by all members in their work.
· Conflict and violence in urban areas generates human insecurity in many dimensions — through direct acts of violence and civil disorder which cause loss of life and extensive displacement, as well as indirect mortality and morbidity due to disrupted food supply, destroyed livelihoods, malnutrition, injuries, and collapse of (or lack of access to) health systems and infrastructure. Women and children are most exposed to the impacts of urban violence. Urban based conflict and violence pose unique challenges: understanding and responding to the causes and consequences of these challenges are significant gaps in contemporary humanitarian capability and need to be addressed by the IASC.

· Despite the complex vulnerability of towns and cities to humanitarian crises and the many challenges this poses to humanitarian actors, urban areas are often better resourced than rural areas to respond. The local governance structures, civil society networks, resources and capacities need to be tapped by the IASC members while responding to humanitarian crises in urban areas.

· A fuller discussion on different parameters which can and should be used to define urban crisis hotspots would be an important follow-up initiative for the IASC in order to determine which regions, countries and cities the IASC should be focusing on and preparing themselves for. A proper risk analysis model would need to be developed which could help the IASC to build preparedness for humanitarian intervention in specific cities, countries or regions. The criteria to be used in such a model could include, for instance 

· the level of urbanization, urban poverty and population residing in slums; 

· percentage of population residing in coastal cities, low-lying areas or otherwise hazardous sites; 

· quality of urban governance including local government capacity and resources, civil society engagement, accountability etc; 

· existence of disaster management strategies; 

· potential for natural disasters (whether or not caused by climate change); 

· potential for armed conflict; 

· displaced and/or refugee populations in cities; etc.
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