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Urbanization is one of the 21st century’s most transformative trends. The 
majority of the world’s population now lives in urban areas, and by 2050 an 
estimated 66 percent will be living in cities, urban centers, peri-urban areas, 
and agglomerations. Some 90 percent of this urban growth is in the developing 
world. Cities generate more than 80 percent of global GDP, but they are often 
located in hazard-prone coastal areas, along rivers, and in seismic zones.

“Given the complex nature of urban risk, and especially given current projections 
for rapid urban growth in developing economies, a focus on urban areas and 
local level action is both central and urgent to achieve inclusive, resilient, and 
sustainable communities as understood in the Sendai Framework, the 2030 
Agenda, the Paris Agreement and the New Urban Agenda,” says Mami Mizutori, 
Special Representative of the Secretary-General (SRSG) for Disaster Risk 
Reduction.

URBANISATION:  
CITIES ON THE FRONT LINE OF DISASTER RISK REDUCTION

Urban areas have become the front line for disaster risk reduction, 
linked to their intense concentration of people, activity, and assets, says 
this year’s Global Assessment Report (GAR19) on Disaster Risk Reduc-
tion. It urges cities to incorporate disaster risk management into urban 
planning.



SETTLEMENTS IN HAZARD PRONE AREAS
Increased urban development pressure can cause settlement growth in 
hazard prone areas and can destroy natural protective ecosystems that have 
historically mitigated the risks of landslides, flooding, and storms.

Often the areas most affected by these hazards are occupied by populations 
with the lowest adaptive capacity, such as slum dwellers, residents without land 
tenure, and migrants.

Most urban growth is occurring in middle and low-income countries, which often 
have reduced resources and capacity to manage and adapt to existing risk, let 
alone emerging hazards, resulting in greater susceptibility and exposure.

LONG-TERM THINKING 
One of the biggest challenges for local disaster risk reduction is to make the 
investment case. With limited resources and competing demands for attention, 
national and local government authorities and communities do not always 
invest enough in risk reduction even though recovery and reconstruction can be 
more expensive. Short-term political calculations may add to this dilemma. 

To overcome some of these challenges, UNISDR has identified three main 
enabling factors to support the development and implementation of appropriate 
disaster risk reduction. 

1. SOUND URBAN RISK GOVERNANCE

2. SUSTAINED USE AND APPLICATION OF RISK INFORMATION 

3. RISK-INFORMED URBAN PLANNING AND DEVELOPMENT

CASE STUDY 1
By 2025, Mozambique is 
projected to be sub-Saharan 
Africa’s fourth most urbanized 
country with 50% of its 
population living in cities. This 
growth challenges the delivery 
of basic services, food supply, 
and maintenance of the city’s 
infrastructure too. Its capital, 
Maputo, is located on the western 
shore of Maputo Bay, making it 
very exposed to possible climate 
change impacts, such as floods, 
cyclones, and sea level rise.

In 2017, it launched a City Resilience Profiling Tool (CRPT) to better 
understand the potential risks and their impact on inhabitants. 

With the new data and analysis, the city has produced its own 
‘resilience profile’, highlighting vulnerabilities, risks, data gaps and 
capacity bottlenecks, allowing to plan better for a more sustainable future. 
(Section 4, page 94)



To read the whole report and access all materials visit:  
https://gar.unisdr.org/2019

CASE STUDY 2
Since Hurricane Sandy hit New 
York in 2013, the city has been 
building in more resilience against 
the impacts of climate change, 
including rising sea-levels and 
extreme weather events.

Worked with community and faith-based organizations and small businesses 

to provide training, technical assessments, grants, and 
physical upgrades to enhance resilience.

 

Produced more accurate maps and has also undertaken numerous 

coastal defence projects, including flood risk mitigation 
solutions. 

Continues to look at resilience for infrastructure, power, transportation, and 
water systems.

https://gar.unisdr.org/2019

