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Chapter 4: Humanitarian response, urban actors and institutional counterparts
Key findings

· The quality of urban governance (characterised, inter alia, by sustainability, participation, transparency and accountability) is severely tested in the aftermath of disasters. 
· Small and medium-sized cities usually lack the capacity and resources to prepare for, and respond to, disasters. Yet, in the immediate aftermath of a crisis, local governments – however weak – tend to play a key role in activities such as rubble removal, assessment of post-disaster damage, and rehabilitation of key municipal services and livelihoods. Local NGOs and CBOs are usually involved in providing primary and secondary health care to the affected populations. 
· Thus international organisations have to work in close partnership with a range of local actors, regardless of their capacities, in urban settings. 

Regional trends

· In sub-Saharan Africa, decentralisation and local government reform has caught on since the 1990s, but local governments are plagued by resource constraints and weak institutional capacity. 

· National governments are reluctant to let go of power, especially control over politically significant agendas such as land management.

· Civil society participation remains limited, although efforts to strengthen women’s organisations, youth groups and networks of the poor have begun to gain momentum.

· Post-disaster relief, recovery, reconstruction efforts are still controlled by national governments, or in some cases (e.g. Sudan), powerful provincial governments/governorates.
· In many countries of southern and south-eastern Asia, legal reforms towards decentralisation have driven the process of local government reform and empowerment. Larger/metropolitan cities such as Mumbai, Manila etc have powerful local governments with both capacity and resources.

· Housing, land tenure and property rights remain a bone of contention between different levels of government and parastatal (unelected) bodies such as development authorities.

· Small and medium-sized towns struggle to fulfil their extensive mandated responsibilities due to lack of technical staff, equipment, financial resources etc. 

· However, in this region, most cities – large or small – have demonstrated an inability to cope effectively with disasters, including natural disasters such as flooding or landslides, and other events such as urban violence and rioting. 
· Civil society is vibrant and effective in many cities. NGOs, CBOs, academic and research institutions, residents’ associations, traders’ associations, charitable trusts etc. have been known to play significant roles in post-disaster relief and rehabilitation efforts, e.g. in the aftermath of the Gujarat earthquake (2001), and the Tsunami in 2005. However, in post-conflict interventions, role of local civil society organisations remains limited.
· In western Asia, local governments not generally very strong, and have limited mandates, capacities and resources. Civil society engagement, transparency and accountability are also low. National and provincial governments are extremely powerful. However, the post-war recovery effort following July 2006 war in Lebanon illustrated the role of local governments as the first responders in a crisis situation, and the importance of channeling international humanitarian assistance through local actors, however weak they may be.

· Latin America and the Caribbean is known to have vibrant grass roots movements and an active and engaged civil society. Countries like Brazil, Colombia and Mexico have adopted progressive policies towards strengthening of local governments and providing space for grassroots movements to participate in decision-making at the local level, through initiatives such as participatory planning and budgeting.

Implications for IASC

· Local government capacities to rapidly and adequately assess population at risk or affected by the disaster are widely variable and need to be strengthened. Standard tools, checklists, operating procedures need to be established to ensure that local authorities are involved in all assessments. 

· Local government mandate, capacities and resources to coordinate disaster management efforts also vary from city to city and country to country. IASC needs to develop tools to ensure that local governments play a central role and are not bypassed in the delivery of humanitarian assistance.

· Good practices and tools need to be documented, adapted, developed to ensure accountability and participation of the victims and other local stakeholders in all decision-making efforts, whether for the short-, medium- or long-term. 

· Humanitarian agencies need to build their own staff capacities and knowledge to ensure equity in post-disaster recovery, and avoid the replication or reinforcement of pre-disaster inequalities. 

· It would therefore be important to explore the link between decentralization efforts, local government reform, the quality of urban governance, and the effective management of disaster risk and post-disaster humanitarian response. This is a vital issue that needs to be explored further by the IASC, preferably through field-based assessments.
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