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Chapter 3: The challenges of humanitarian operations and emergencies unfolding in urban areas

Key findings
· The complexity of urban environments needs to be better understood as it demands a new set of humanitarian responses. This complexity is (at least) threefold: 

· Demographic: urban environments are fluid, with a wide variety of inhabitants who inhabit and use the city in different ways, at different times of the day and in different seasons, with large numbers of people unnoticed and often un-registered. 
· Spatial and economic: a wide spectrum of extreme poverty co-habits in close proximity to high levels of wealth. Formal and informal land tenure, housing and service provisions exist cheek-by-jowl in urban settings. 

· Institutional: multiple institutions render the urban environment operationally more complex. These are responsible for managing different aspects of urban growth and service delivery, such as the local government, service-providing agencies, line departments of national or provincial governments, private businesses etc. 
· The stress on the urban environment is increasing, such as on land, housing, water and sanitation etc. 

· The “tipping point” from ‘chronic’ or ‘hidden’ emergencies, (such as high mortality due to communicable diseases, air and water pollution, malnutrition) into large-scale humanitarian crises is considerable higher than in rural areas, but no criteria or agreed thresholds exist to track and/or address this. 
· Urban land, housing and tenure arrangements merit closer attention by humanitarian actors, as these differ significantly from rural contexts. Land acquisition for provision of services and infrastructure can be extensive, exacerbated by informal settlements often not ‘eligible’ for assistance because of their illegal or informal status. 
· Factors contributing to the vulnerability of urban populations are widely variable, depending on pre-disaster income/poverty levels, quality of housing and access to services. E.g. those residing in slums, in hazardous locations such as low-lying areas, landfill sites, etc are particularly defenceless. 

· Crises and disasters in urban settings are more likely to have a “snow-ball effect”: one event can lead to multiple crises. (E.g. the destruction of homes and livelihoods may be followed by chronic food insecurity. Competition for humanitarian assistance can lead to discrimination and violence.)  
· Local governance structures in urban areas are highly complex with a multiplicity of institutions and organisations involved in the responses to crises in urban settings, some with conflicting and wide-ranging political interests. Understanding local governance structures is the vital foundation for effective humanitarian interventions. 
Implications for IASC

· Tools and approaches need to be developed to rapidly assess/ establish an understanding of who the affected population is and why they are there. 

· The relative strengths of urban environments as opposed to rural settings (such as, inter alia, economic production, civil society, informal and formal governance structures and social capital) need to be recognized and harnessed. A multi-pronged, multi-disciplinary approach is essential as is the need to move beyond a merely technical focus in responding to urban crisis. 

· Response and service delivery solutions need to be adopted that are distinct from rural settings. This involves forming new partnerships, for example between humanitarian agencies, national and local interest groups (governmental and non-governmental), academic and research institutions, etc. 

· More research is needed to better understand what works in urban disaster contexts. Donors need to prioritize support to such research. Efforts need to be practically focused and develop new innovative tools and techniques. It is necessary to identify existing policies early on and establish how they would link in – or not - with relief efforts. 
· Clear and widely acceptable criteria need to be developed to (a) define levels of vulnerability in urban areas, and (b) map the risk potential and identify potential hotspots (countries, regions, cities, or even areas within cities, which are especially vulnerable).

Improved quality of data is essential, given the paucity in disaggregated data exists for crises in urban areas and problems with accurate data and population census. Efforts need to be stepped up to gain access to administrative (formal) as well as informal sources, such as grass roots community groups, faith-based organizations, etc to ensure greater accuracy in data collection. 
· Distinctions need to be made between metropolises/large cities, and small and medium-sized cities. The latter may have more coherent governance structures but weaker infrastructure when coping with a population influx. Existing studies should be tapped and new ones undertaken, if need be, to assess the vulnerability as well as capacity of small and medium-sized urban centres to deal with a crisis.

· Issues of land tenure, including ownership, tenancy and leasing arrangements, formal and informal, need to be reviewed carefully in urban areas. A clear understanding of land issues would help both in property restitution, as well as avoiding the restoration/reinforcement of pre-disaster inequalities.

· Inter-disciplinary dialogue needs to be encouraged under the aegis of the IASC for amore effective humanitarian / developmental response, namely between urban development planning, emergency response and management, humanitarian responses, environmental management and climate change.  

· Disaster planning capacity and preparedness by urban and national authorities needs to be encouraged, be more systematic and accelerate. Local community groups should be identified and their capacities harnessed. The coping strategies of the urban poor need to be closely examined and linked or juxtaposed to those of the displaced.
· Given the rising number of IDPs and refugees in urban areas, field-based assessments should be conducted to examine causes and patterns of displacement, including secondary and tertiary displacement, movements from camps to host families, forced evictions, etc. Such data would be critical in defining future approaches to deal with urban-based refugees and IDPs.

· The considerable body of work on IDPs (IASC / OCHA etc) and respective tools developed should be reviewed according to criteria to be agreed and translated for use in urban settings. 
· In regard to livelihood and food aid, different targeting approaches and guidelines need to be reviewed and adapted to urban contexts (viz. WFP and USAID) and the value of self-targeting programmes considered.

· New ways need to be found to link humanitarian and development modes of thinking to coordinate and better meet the longer-term requirements of refugees and IDPs in urban contexts. 

· A brief overview of the issue of land tenure should be conducted to look at existing systems and good practice

· Flexible approaches need to be encouraged towards land-titling and land-pooling.
· Consideration might be given to the establishment of property commissions, even on a temporary basis, (as in e.g. Sarajevo or Kathmandu), to address both temporary and long-term arrangements and entitlements.

· A checklist for mapping of key local service providers for water and sanitation (local government, water board, private suppliers, etc.), as well as health services (primary health centres, government-run hospitals, private clinics and hospitals, charitable services etc), especially in poorer areas or slum settlements, is critical for humanitarian responses and should be developed and shared by IASC members responsible for respective sectors.

· A toolkit for effective coordination and dialogue with local actors for the delivery of clean and reliable water and sanitation in urban areas in the aftermath of a disaster should also be developed. 
· Existing guidelines, tools and best practice for both protection of vulnerable populations and in particular for sexual and gender based violence need to be adapted to urban settings. 

