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introduction

L’engagement des collectivités territoriales françaises à 
l’international participe à la fois du rayonnement de la 
France à l’étranger, mais aussi de l’attractivité écono-
mique et culturelle des territoires français. Cette action 
internationale des collectivités est confrontée à des dé-
fis majeurs : restrictions budgétaires, tendance au repli 
sur soi, difficulté croissante des élus à justifier de leur 
engagement international, croissance des métropoles, 
affaiblissement des capacités d’action des villes petites 
et moyennes…
Cités Unies France -CUF, tête de réseau de ces collecti-
vités françaises engagées dans l’action internationale, a 
pour mission de les accompagner  dans la mise en œuvre 
d’une action internationale visible, pertinente, innovante 
et inclusive, au service des enjeux de développement du-
rable du 21ème siècle.
Cette mission de CUF a été confortée à l’occasion de la re-
définition du projet stratégique de l’association, fin 2017.
Les collectivités françaises ou européennes se sont 
souvent fait l’écho de leurs partenaires, affectés par 
des crises de diverses natures. Le travail de Cités Unies 
France, autour du thème « crises et réhabilitation » est 
né de la demande de ces collectivités françaises qui dési-
raient soutenir leur partenaire en situation d’urgence ou 
de post-urgence.
Dans le cadre de ses missions internationales et notam-
ment au sein du Réseau mondial des gouvernements 
locaux et régionales (CGLU),  Cités Unies France, en tant 
que cheffe de file de la Task Force de CGLU pour la préven-
tion et la gestion territoriales des crises, plaide pour une 
prise en compte plus forte par les agences des Nations 
Unies et les autres operateurs de l’aide des collectivités 
territoriales affectées par une crise. 
En 2016, à l’occasion du premier sommet mondial sur 

l’humanitaire, et après plus de deux ans de travail, Ci-
tés Unies France avec CGLU et UNHABITAT a piloté la 
création d’une Alliance globale des crises urbaines - une 
plateforme multi-acteur composée d’Agences des Na-
tions Unies, d’ONG, d’université, d’operateurs de l’aide 
d’urgence et du développement ; cette Alliance a voca-
tion à construire une meilleure coordination entre ac-
teurs de l’urgence et du développement pour faire face 
aux crises en milieu urbain. 
En 2018 plusieurs chantiers de travail ont produit des 
Études qui ont été présentées officiellement à Genève en 
février 2019 dans le cadre de la semaine de l’humanitaire.
L’étude présentée dans cette publication a vocation à il-
lustrer l’enjeux de la résilience, concept assez englobant 
à définitions multiples, dans un approche renouvelée et 
globale qui inclut la prise en compte d’actions de rési-
lience dès les phases de sortie de crise, et surtout la prise 
en compte du rôle des collectivités territoriales. 
Le rapport s’ouvre sur une explication de la valeur de la 
résilience dans les interventions en situation de crise. Il 
y est ensuite souligné que les villes peuvent être vues 
comme des systèmes (composantes interdépendantes) 
et que mettre l’accent sur l’interdépendance des popu-
lations et des systèmes comme l’eau, l’électricité, le lo-
gement et les soins de santé, par exemple, peut garantir 
une intervention plus appropriée et plus pertinente lors 
de crises urbaines. Miser sur des populations et des sys-
tèmes urbains résilients avant et après des situations 
de crise a pour objectif ultime de faire en sorte que les 
villes du futur soient plus durables et respectueuses des 
cadres mondiaux : le Cadre de Sendai pour la réduction 
des risques de catastrophe, le Nouveau programme pour 
les villes, les Objectifs de développement durable (ODD) 
et l’Accord de Paris sur les changements climatiques.

Des outils innovants pour promouvoir la résilience: quelques exemples 

Offrir de l’assistance technique aux autorités locales pour soutenir les activités de planification urbaine et de 
rétablissement en lien avec le design urbain. La décision d’ONUHabitat d’embaucher du personnel technique 
local (urbanistes locaux) pour soutenir le travail entrepris par les services municipaux aux Philippines, lors du 
typhon Haiyan, en est un bon exemple. Les municipalités pourraient aussi trouver utile de déployer du personnel 
provenant d’autres villes du pays pour qu’ils contribuent aux interventions d’urgence, particulièrement en ce 
qui a trait à la coordination avec des tiers, dont les humanitaires. Un autre exemple vient du Groupe de travail 
de CGLU pour la prévention et la gestion territoriale des crises, qui offre aux administrations locales, particuliè-
rement celles de régions soumises aux catastrophes, le soutien de leurs pairs pour la gestion des fonds et la 
planification des activités liées à la préparation et à l’intervention en cas de catastrophe
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About this paper
This paper represents an understanding of urban resilience in relation to urban crises from the perspective of the 
members of the Global Alliance for Urban Crises (GAUC), all of which have different mandates, responsibilities and 
areas of focus. The institutions span across civil society, local authorities, academia, and the built environment, as 
well as humanitarian and development agencies. What unites this diverse group is the pursuit of building urban re-
silience before, during, and after crises, be they naturally-triggered or human-induced, localized or widespread across 
cities or towns. With this diversity of the audience in mind, the purpose of this paper is to provide high-level guidance 
on resilience building to better link short-term, life-saving responses to longer-term, more sustainable programming 
throughout a crisis.

Methodology
The methodology comprises primary and secondary data collection and analysis. A desk review of recent academic 
and gray literature was used with a particular focus on reports, frameworks, assessments and evaluations. Three 
focus group discussions (FGDs) were held to understand activities undertaken by various stakeholders to build the 
resilience of people and the urban services that serve. The first FGD was conducted online with members from the 
Alliance; the latter two took place at a GAUC Regional Consultation in Kampala, Uganda, which included local autho-
rities, INGOs, and civil society organizations from Uganda, Kenya, and Somalia. A questionnaire was used to collect 
data from 12 local authorities from six countries at the United Cities and Local Governments conference in Surabaya, 
Indonesia.
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Summary

This paper begins with an explanation of the value of resi-
lience in relation to crisis response. It then discusses how 
towns and cities can be viewed as systems (interconnec-
ted components), and how a focus on the interconnecte-
dness of people and systems such as water, power, hou-
sing and healthcare, for example, may provide a more 
relevant and appropriate response to urban crises. The 
aim of focusing on resilient urban systems and people 
before and after a crisis is to bring about a more sustai-

nable urban future in line with global frameworks, such 
as the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction, the 
New Urban Agenda, the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) and the Paris Agreement on Climate Change. 

To this end, the paper presents five priorities for building 
resilient urban systems and people before, during and af-
ter a naturally-triggered or human-induced crisis.

Priority 1: Respond to today’s needs while planning for the future

Priority 2: Develop a common understanding of the situation through urban analysis tools

Priority 3: Prioritize essential services as a starting point in crisis response

Priority 4: Support local actors to re-imagine and re-design urban systems

Priority 5: Understand and act on the pledge to leave no one behind
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Resilience

Resilience as a lens for crisis response has convening 
power. It can rally a diverse range of stakeholders around 
the same goal of building capacity to survive, recover, 
adapt and transform in the face of shocks and stresses. 

Resilience re-asserts fundamental principles that have 
been tested over decades – that humanitarian action is 
most effective when it is people-centred and accompanied 
by preparedness and mitigation 1. Crucially, resilience is 
about the need for protection and vulnerability reduction, 
key components of the Humanitarian Charter  2for disaster 
and conflict response. It is an investment in longer-term 
outcomes referred to as `resilience dividends’.

While there are many definitions of resilience, this paper 
draws from the Rockefeller Foundation’s articulation of 
urban resilience as “…the capacity of individuals, com-
munities, institutions, businesses and systems within a 
city to survive, adapt and thrive no matter what kinds of 
chronic stresses or acute shocks they encounter” 3. 

1 Sanderson, D. and Sharma, A. (2016). Making the Case for Resilience. 
In: Sanderson, D. and Sharma, A. (eds.) World Disasters Report: Resi-
lience: Saving Lives Today, Investing for Tomorrow. Geneva: IFRC.

2 The Humanitarian Charter is an inter-agency collaboration that 
describes the core principles that govern humanitarian action and 
the right affected populations have to protection and assistance. It 
is based on international humanitarian law, international human 
rights law, refugee law, and the Code of Conduct for the Internatio-
nal Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and (NGOs) in Disaster 
Relief. Source: The Sphere Project (2000). Humanitarian Charter and 
Minimum Standards in Disaster Response. Geneva: The Sphere Pro-
ject.

3 Resiliencetools.org. (2018). What is Resilience - Definitions. Online: 
ReslienceTools.org. Available at: http://www.resiliencetools.org/
node/14 (Accessed: 27 October 2018).

In order to protect and enhance people’s lives, a resilient 
city engages those within its jurisdiction to conduct as-
sessments, make plans and act in ways that protect de-
velopment gains that foster a positive environment for 
investment 4. 

Practically speaking, urban resilience building occurs be-
fore a disaster strikes through preparedness, mitigation 
and prevention activities. It also occurs after a disaster 
through recovery activities that allow for adaptation and 
positive transformation. In many ways, a disaster is a test 
of urban resilience.

4 UN-Habitat. (2018). Urban Resilience City Profiling Tool Guide. Barce-
lona: UN-Habitat, p.19.
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Urban resilience may be more readily understood through 
systems thinking. Systems thinking reframes the way we 
understand a city and likens it to a human body, where, 
when one part is affected, it will have implications on the 
body as a whole 5. Systems are “an interconnected collec-
tion of components (e.g. people, institutions, infrastruc-
ture, societal norms, economy or ecosystems), organized 
in a pattern or structure that changes frequently” 6. A 
systems thinking approach recognizes interconnections 
between components in the knowledge that a part of 
something influences the whole. An urban system is 
comprised of complex networks and elements. Indivi-
dual components relate to one another with intended 
and unintended results. For example, a road intended for 
cars might become host to ad hoc food and drink stalls, 
creating a link between mobility, income generation and 
social interaction. 

When working effectively, individual components of a 
city interact to create an overall sense of productivity, li-
veability and resilience. For example, in 2018, the world’s 
top three most liveable cities were listed as Vienna (Aus-
tria), Melbourne (Australia), and Osaka (Japan) 7. The ci-
ties were described  as one entity, but in fact, they consist 
of many diverse parts, such as neighborhoods, schools, 
hospitals, roads and parks, ranging in the ways they meet 
people’s needs – from not well to very good. When towns 
and cities are not managed well, systems begin to create 
inequality, giving way to irreversible environmental da-
mage, urban fragility, violence, crime, terrorism and un-
managed waves of migration that can have ripple effects 
right across the urban-rural spectrum.

A systems approach differs from other resilience ap-
proaches because it looks at the city as a system in itself, 
instead of addressing the work of individual government 
departments or humanitarian sectors 8. For the humani-
tarian sector in particular, traditional ways of responding 
to crises require a fundamental rethink that includes 
three key notions: 1) recognition of municipal leadership 
and responsibility for service provision; 2) the diverse 
forms of private sector partnerships that enable service 
provision; and 3) the urban connectedness that comes 

5 Rossi, A. (1982). The Architecture of the City. Boston: MIT Press.
6 Levine, E. et al. (2017). Strategic Resilience Assessment Guidelines. 

Portland: Mercy Corps, p.5.
7 The Economist Intelligence Unit. (2018). The Global Liveability Index 

2018. Online: The Economist Intelligence Unit.
8 Arup. (2014). City Resilience Framework. London: Arup.

from centralizing essential goods and services, and the 
associated challenges with access due to centralization.
Systems thinking can be a useful approach to pair with 
urban resilience because it offers crisis responders a way 
to understand how numerous interlinked city processes 
respond to people’s basic needs and well-being. It reveals 
that problems cannot be fixed with a single solution and 
that instead, multiple entry points must be found to 
transform vulnerability and improve urban capacities. 
A resilient systems response, as it applies to urban crises, 
can be used in sudden or slow onset disasters that are 
naturally-triggered or human-induced, localized within 
one part of a city or widespread throughout. It can be 
a helpful way to address shocks such as earthquakes, 
floods, civil unrest or conflict, as well as stresses such as 
chronic poverty, high unemployment rates, food or water 
shortages, inefficient transportation, or strain from hos-
ting large numbers of displaced people.

A systems thinking approach offers crisis responders 
three key opportunities: 1) a means of building a com-
mon understanding of the ways in which people and 
the built environment influence each other; 2) an exa-
mination of the processes that connect urban services 
in order to understand what is happening; and 3) an 
approach to problem solving that treats the problem 
as part of a larger interconnected structure, requiring 
multiple entry points to influence the problem and 
the larger structure itself 9. 

An example of how urban systems can be organized 
is shown below. UN-Habitat’s City Resilience Profiling 
Tool 10 contains eight systems, with sub-systems listed 
in brackets. Information is gathered about each system 
and sub-system while analysis maps out the connec-
tions that then visually represent the overarching way 
a town or city functions. For example, in the `social In-
clusion and protection’ system, there are strong links 
between activities related to social accountability, 
access to social protection, and access to basic social 
services that then impact how a city or town functions 
as a whole. 

9 Levine, E. et al. (2017). Strategic Resilience Assessment Guidelines. 
Portland: Mercy Corps.

10 UN-Habitat. (2018). Urban Resilience City Profiling Tool Guide. Barce-
lona: UN-Habitat, p.18.

Resilient urban systems and people
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A focus on resilience stems from the growing recognition 
that a long-term lens is critical in crisis response, espe-
cially in urban contexts. This is because of the inherently 
interconnected nature of cities and their systems – as 
illustrated above – as well as the typically more protrac-
ted nature of urban crises, wherein humanitarian action 
increasingly shifts between interventions that save lives 
and those that tackle the root causes of vulnerability. The 
Alliance’s five priorities for building resilient systems and 
people are presented in this paper.

Priority 1: Respond to today’s needs while 
planning for years into the future
Crisis responders know that what works in one place 
may not work in another due to variables in context, 
relationships, assumptions, coordination mechanisms, 
capacities, and attitudes 11. Responses also vary based on 
the locations and the types of shocks and stresses that 
manifest. One overarching priority penetrates these 
differences and unites actors in a common goal: respond 
to today’s needs while planning for years into the future.

In towns and cities, short- and long-term needs are in-
tertwined; there is no clear point where humanitarian 
action stops and development activities start 12.  For exa-
11 Ramalingam, B. and Mitchell, J. (2014). Responding to Changing 

Needs? Challenges and Opportunities for Humanitarian Action. 
Montreux XIII Meeting. London: ALNAP.

12 Fabre, C. (2017). World Humanitarian Summit Putting Policy Into 

mple, cities like Tripoli in Lebanon and Mafraq in Jordan 
– each experiencing city-wide stress from mass displa-
cement – require activities that address both short- and 
long-term needs. In informal settlements, where unma-
naged urbanization occurred before the mass displace-
ment, the displacement is creating an even deeper stress 
on host populations and systems. Such situations de-
monstrate clear and inextricable links between meeting 
immediate and basic needs for shelter and food, for exa-
mple, in addition to the longer-term needs of providing 
power, water and health care to urban areas that have 
grown exponentially in a short amount of time. 

In order to respond to today’s needs and plan for tomor-
row, four key factors come into play:

1. When functional and willing, municipalities and local 
actors are best placed to design legitimate and sustai-
nable responses. The networked nature of towns and 
cities means that outsiders can do harm if they impact 
one part of a network without fully understanding the 
others, such as serving one population without recogni-
zing the potential tensions this may cause with others. 
At any stage in a crisis, municipalities have the responsi-
bility to protect those within their jurisdiction. The legi-
timacy and sustainability of humanitarian responses de-

Practice: Urban Crises. Paris: OECD Publishing.

UN-Habitat’s eight urban systems

1. Built environment (urban form; land tenure; housing; built assets)

2. Supply chain and logistics (water resources; energy resources; food supply; logistics/freight movement)

3. Basic infrastructure (energy; water; solid waste; telecommunications)

4. Mobility (urban mobility; inter-regional mobility)

5. Municipal public services (cemeteries and crematoriums; civil registration; criminal justice and law enforcement; cultural 
heritage and activities; emergency and rescue services; food inspection and monitoring institutions; communicable diseases 
surveillance and response system; municipal taxes and fines; public lighting)

6. Social inclusion and protection (social accountability; access to social protection; access to basic social services)

7. Economy (local economic structure; fiscal stability and municipal finance; market connectivity)

8. Ecology (ecosystem services; ecological footprint; biodiversity and green areas; environmental quality)

Figure 1: UN-Habitat’s City Resilience Profiling Programme uses the eight systems above to identify ways to better support local gov-
ernments and other relevant stakeholders to make urban areas safer, more disaster resilient, and sustainable places to live. Source: 
UN-Habitat. (2018). City Resilience Profiling Tool. Barcelona: UN-Habitat.  

Interventions prioritaires en situation de crise pour 
des citoyens et des systèmes urbains résilients
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pends on buy-in from local authorities 13. Where conflict is 
present within an urban centre, it is still critical to create 
links with local authorities. These links can be made by 
hiring or coordinating with local staff with technical and 
historical knowledge to develop better access, increase 
acceptance, and develop systems that will remain in 
place when humanitarian actors leave 14.

2. Urban planning marries the notions of self-recovery and 
state responsibility while addressing rapid unmanaged ur-
banization and the impacts of a disaster at the same time.
At its essence, urban planning considers the inter-
connections between people and places. It is an appro-
priate tool that can help identify and protect vulnerable 
areas, reduce risk, and improve resilience – as much for 
localized crises, such as the 2015 floods in Chennai, India, 
or the complete destruction of an urban centre, such as 
Mosul, Iraq 15. Gender-, age- and disability-responsive ur-
ban planning and budgeting produce inclusive service 
delivery, promotion of health and nutrition, mental well-
being and increased opportunities for social cohesion 
through parks and public spaces, for example. A recent 
study found that urban planning can empower commu-
nities and governments to manage their own recovery, 
but that, in addition to government and neighborhoods, 
international support may be required from those with 
specialist knowledge, experience, time, resources and 
tools 16. 

3. Two way communication between affected urban po-
pulations and responders is critical to building trust and 
accountability now and in the future. The density of ur-
ban areas means that two-way communication between 
disaster-affected people and those meeting their needs 
should be central before, during, and after a crisis. Urban 
centres are generally `noisy’ due to different stakehol-
ders issuing messages that often conflict and compete 

13 Allex-Billaud, L. (2015). Local Authorities in Crisis Management: the 
Local Generalist Approach. Barcelona: Cités Unies France.

14 Fabre, C. (2017). Urban Crises. The Commitments into Action Series. 
Paris: OECD Publishing.

15 Urban Planning Advisory Group (UPAG) to the Special Representative 
of the Secretary General for Disaster Risk Reduction. (2015). Frequent-
ly Asked Questions on Urban Planning and Disaster Risk Reduction. 
[E. Gencer; C. Johnson; S. Narang Suri; R. Sliuzas; M. Gupta; G. Jain; R. 
Jigyasu; A. Cornaro; and A., Sjodin]. Prepared pamphlet for the UN 
World Conference in Disaster Risk Reduction, March 14-18, 2015, Sen-
dai, Japan.

16 Maynard, V. et al. (2018). Urban Planning Following Humanitarian 
Crises: Supporting Urban Communities and Local Governments to 
take the Lead. Environment and Urbanization, 30(1), pp.265–282.

for people’s attention 17. When a crisis occurs in towns 
and cities, rumors may spread quickly due to population 
density and a vast array of communication technolo-
gies. There may also be mistrust in media, government 
or NGOs by different urban population groups 18. Two-
way communication in urban contexts is best achieved 
through multiple approaches that include working at 
different scales with local authorities, civil society and 
professional associations.

4. Multi-year funding is required to invest in innovation 
and research.  When the social, economic, political, and 
physical fabric of an urban area is dramatically changed 
by a crisis, recovery can take a long time. Therefore, access 
to multi-year funding allows towns and cities to adapt 
or transform the multiple urban systems and networks 
that need attention to adequately and effectively serve 
people 19.  Moreover, multi-year responses allow actors 
to analyze past responses in order to generate evidence 
about good practice for investing in technical capacity, 
partnerships, innovation and new ways of working to-
gether. United Cities and Local Government (UCLG), a 
global network of local and regional authorities, sup-
ports the shift to multi-year funding in order to  create 
a more meaningful balance between immediate huma-
nitarian responses and longer-term structural recovery 
through guidance by local authorities20 . 

Priority 2: Develop a common understanding 
of the situation through urban analysis tools
Urban density and diversity requires resilience practitio-
ners to grapple with `wicked problems’ – highly complex 
and difficult issues that are tangled together with go-
vernance, economics, the environment and power, and 
therefore cannot be solved in isolation 21. A wicked pro-
blem is one that stakeholders have difficulty defining. 
With wicked problems, such as poverty or a crisis, there 
is no simple solution. Instead, an approach that prods at 
the multiple components (e.g. the built environment, the 
17 Grünewald, F. and Carpenter, S. (2014). Urban Preparedness: Lessons 

from the Kathmandu Valley. London: British Red Cross and Groupe 
URD.

18 Campbell, L. (2017). Working with People and Communities in Urban 
Humanitarian Crises. ALNAP Working Paper. London: ODI/ALNAP.

19 OECD. (2017). Multi-year Humanitarian Funding. The Commitments 
into Action Series. Paris: OECD Publishing

20UCLG. (2007). UCLG Support Paper on Local Finance. Barcelona: UCLG.
21 Complexity Labs. (2018). Complex Wicked Problems. Online: Com-

plexity Lab. (Accessed 27 October 2018). https://complexitylabs.io/
complex-wicked-problems/
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economy or supply chains) that create the wicked pro-
blem is required. 
To this end, one of the key priorities in urban crisis pre-
paredness and response is to gain a common unders-
tanding of the ways in which people and the built envi-
ronment influence one another. Joint data collection and 
analysis that include numerous perspectives, empirical 
facts and figures make for a credible, sound and valid evi-
dence base from which to make decisions. Data analysis 
can be challenging when a diverse range of stakeholders 
seeks to agree on trends and patterns within a town or 
city. Yet, the value in doing so comes not only from the 
results, but also from the process of negotiating the re-
sults. Developing a common understanding of an urban 
context can be a political exercise that tacitly identifies 
different stakeholders values, visions, power and in-
fluence. For instance, the sprawl of informal settlements 
might be influenced by the state of the housing market, 
unemployment rates, the presence or absence of cli-
mate-related hazards, powerful politicians and access 
to public transport. Analyzing why people in informal 
settlements are increasingly exposed to more hazards 
requires robust discussion by people who live in and de-
sign the city. 

An urban situation analysis (before or after a crisis) 
should seek to answer22 : 

• What is happening?
• Where?
• Who has needs and what are they?
• Why?

Four common approaches related to understanding 
needs (including potential needs) and context are shared 
below. 

1. Preparedness planning. Preparedness planning can help 
a wide range of urban actors understand the context and 
potential needs of a town or city before a crisis occurs. 
Disaster risk reduction (DRR), climate change adaptation 
and resilience-building tools and frameworks are com-
monly used in preparedness planning. A systems-based 
approach to climate change is taken by the Institute 
for Social and Environmental Transition (ISET) in its Cli-
mate Resilience Framework and Training Materials 23. A 

22 Sitko, P. and Massella, A. (2018). Urban Profiling for Better Responses 
to Humanitarian Crises. Geneva: The Global Alliance for Urban Crises.

23  ISET. (2013). Climate Resilience Framework: Training Materials, Series 
3: Building Resilience. Boulder: ISET.

systems-based approach to resilience is also used in the 
Child-Centred Urban Resilience Framework developed 
by Plan International and Arup 24. Numerous other pre-
paredness and contingency plans within government 
departments, organizations and communities that seek 
to answer what could happen, where and to whom, are 
helpful approaches to crisis preparedness. Plans that 
seek to create a baseline understanding amongst key ac-
tors of what is `normal’ in order to prevent, prepare and 
manage agreed upon risks are particularly helpful.  

2. Context analysis. A context analysis aims to uncover the 
underlying social, political, economic and spatial factors 
that may affect humanitarian interventions 25. Conduc-
ting a context analysis with multiple actors helps deve-
lop a common understanding of what is taking place in 
a town or city in order to make decisions based on evi-
dence. 

Due to the high degree of urban connectivity, tools for 
conducting an urban context analysis tend to focus on 
the city or neighborhood level rather than households or 
individuals 26. An example of a context analysis tool that 
uses urban systems thinking is the International Rescue 
Committee’s (IRC) Urban Context Analysis Toolkit, which 
focuses on five themes:  1) politics and governance, 2) 
social and cultural, 3) economics, 4) service delivery and 
infrastructure, and settlements. The Organization for 
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) has de-
veloped Guidelines for Resilience Systems Analysis 27 that 
enable multiple stakeholders to conduct analysis in or-
der to design a road map to inform both short- and long-
term programming. Mercy Corps also has a systems-fo-
cused situation analysis tool called STRESS, which 
assists to “understand the resilience capacities people, 
households, communities and systems need to prepare 
for, manage and recover from shocks and stresses and 
reducing vulnerability over time” 28.

24 Plan International and Arup. (2016). Child-Centred Urban Resilience 
Framework. London. Plan International and Arup.

25 Osofisan, W. (2018). The Urban Context Analysis Toolkit. In Humani-
tarian Exchange 71: Humanitarian Response in Urban Areas. London: 
HPN.

26Campbell, L. (2018). Understanding Context to Improve Urban Hu-
manitarian Response. In Humanitarian Exchange 71: Humanitarian 
Response in Urban Areas. London: HPN.

27 OECD. (2014). Guidelines for Resilience Systems Analysis. Paris: OECD 
Publishing.

28 Levine, E. et al. (2017). Strategic Resilience Assessment Guidelines. 
Portland: Mercy Corps. p.6.
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3. Needs assessment; vulnerability and capacity analysis 
(VCA). A needs assessment seeks to understand what 
humanitarian assistance is needed, often factoring in 
vulnerabilities and capacities as well. In situations of 
conflict, humanitarians are increasingly likely to include 
an assessment of both displaced and host populations 
29. Needs assessments are carried out with the goal of: 
1) protecting human life;  2) responding in a way that is 
proportionate to the scale and nature of the unmet hu-
manitarian needs; and 3) alleviating suffering – all in a 
timely manner 30. A needs assessment seeks to be a pro-
cess that is a `good enough’ analysis of the situation at 
hand to allow decision makers to come up with a practi-
cal and simple approach rather than a complicated one 31. 
In an urban crisis, the numerous aid agencies conducting 
needs assessments often overwhelm local authorities 
with different information requests that once analyzed, 
may not circle back to local government to use. One way 
of overcoming the challenge of multiple assessments 
is to use a joint needs assessment tool that involves 
ownership from the local government. The UN Office 
for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) 
has a multi-stakeholder tool called Post Disaster Needs 
Assessment 32, which aims to produce on overall picture 
of needs in the immediate weeks after a crisis and is 
conducted under leadership of the affected country go-
vernment and its sub-divisions. 

In regard to a vulnerability and capacity analysis of 
people and urban systems, the International Federation 
of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC) offers a 
tool called the City-wide Risk Assessment: Do-It-Together 

29UNHCR. (2017). Needs Assessment Handbook. Geneva: UNHCR.
30 Darcy, J. (2003). Measuring Humanitarian Need: A Critical Review of 

Needs Assessment Practice and its Influence on Resource Allocation. 
London: HPG.

31 ACAPS. (2014). Humanitarian Needs Assessment: The Good Enough 
Guide. Rugby: The Assessment Capacities Project (ACAPS), Emergen-
cy Capacity Building Project (ECB) and Practical Action Publishing.

32 Jeggle, T. and Boggero, M. (2018). Post-Disaster Needs Assessment: 
Lessons from a Decade of Experience. Online: World Bank Group, 
GFDRR, the EU, and UNDP.

Toolkit for Building Urban Community Resilience 33. This 
tool provides a way to identify the core urban systems 
people rely on, including food, water, shelter, sanitation, 
energy, transportation, health care, or communication, in 
order to analyze the vulnerabilities and capacities.

4. Profiling. Profiling is used to protect and assist people 
at any stage of a crisis by generating agreement on a 
common understanding of the `big picture’, through 
identifying what is happening and why. Analysis is 
conducted by drawing links between urban services, 
people and their quality of life 34. Profiling seeks to ge-
nerate data about different population groups (such as 
refugees, economic migrants, poorer urban people or 
displaced persons from different origins of location) in 
a particular area in order to understand who is less well 
off and why. 

The approaches described above seek to coordinate 
with others to collect and analyze disaggregated data 
in a timely manner, engage a wide number of urban 
stakeholders who formally and informally shape urban 
environments at different scales (individual, household, 
neighborhood, city, nation), assess the nature of a situa-
tion in addition to community capacities and vulnerabi-
lities, and make information publicly available.

Priority 3: Prioritize essential services as a 
starting point in crisis response
Essential services are elements that sustain lives and 
livelihoods and ensure protection of affected groups in 
an urban crisis, including water, power, solid waste ma-
nagement, transportation, telecommunications, and 
waste removal. In urban areas, meeting basic needs 
through the provision of essential urban services can 
be the foundation for realizing human and child rights 
33 Global Disaster Preparedness Center. (2017). Do-It-Together Toolkit 

for Building Urban Community Resilience. Boulder: American Red 
Cross and International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies.

34 Sitko, P. and Massella, A. (2018). Urban Profiling for Better Responses 
to Humanitarian Crises. Geneva: Global Alliance for Urban Crises.
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as is highlighted in the Child-Centred Urban Resilience 
Framework 35. 

When prioritizing essential services, systems thinking 
deliberately draws out the interdependencies between 
systems, and how a problem with one system might lead 
to a problem in another system. For example, the Inter-
national Committee of the Red Cross observes “damage 
to an electrical transformer can immediately shut down 
the water supply to an entire neighborhood or hospi-
tal, which will in turn negatively impact public health” 
36. Furthermore, the agency notes, “the sustainability of 
urban services is essential as people’s means of survival 
and involves technical capacity of unprecedented so-
phistication… System continuity involves maintaining 
supplies, staffing and repairs over years” 37.

Municipal governments have primary responsibility 
for taking care of the people within their jurisdiction 38. 
Other actors – humanitarian and development agencies, 
academics, civil society, built environment professionals 
– all have a supporting role to play. When prioritizing es-
sential services, four observations that may strengthen 
essential service provision in a more inclusive manner 
are provided below.

1. Gender, age and disability may require users to engage 
with services differently. For example, women travelling 
on a bus may face issues of harassment, while older 
people may find it a struggle to take public transport wi-
thout a bench to sit on while waiting. Mapping access 
to essential services from perspectives such as these 
35 Arup and Plan International. (2016). Child-Centred Urban Resilience 

Framework. London: Arup and Plan International.
36 Oliveira, E. (2016). The ICRC’s Approach to Urban Services During 

Protracted Armed Conflict: Q & A with Evaristo de Pinho Oliveira. In-
ternational Review of the Red Cross. 98 (1), pp.201-213.

37  Slim, H. (2018). `Sustaining resilient humanitarian action in the 
Middle East’. In: 15th edition of Dubai International Humanitarian 
Aid and Development (DIHAD). Dubai: ICRC.

38 Global Alliance for Urban Crises. (2016). Forced Displacement in Ur-
ban Areas: What Needs To Be Done. Online: Global Alliance for Urban 
Crises.

can help identify how to supplement actions taken by 
governments, the private sector or NGOs 39.  This is parti-
cularly important given that women, children, and other 
vulnerable groups are disproportionately affected by cri-
sis, and so pre-existing vulnerabilities may be compoun-
ded during or after a disaster. 

2. Actively and thoughtfully engage with the links between 
basic services and informality. For example, the right to 
work and the need for `decent work’ 40 requires a policy 
response as well as a spatial one. Urban planning mea-
sures can be used to develop access to roads and other 
infrastructure that connect low-income settlements to 
the rest of the city 41. Consider the ways in which tenure 
affects access to services. A continuum of land rights ap-
proaches exists, such as land readjustment (land owners 
voluntarily contribute their land to urban development), 
land pooling (pooling rights into a single partnership), or 
land sharing (for example when a land owner transfers 
part of the land occupied by an informal settlement to 
the informal occupants) 42. 

3. Consider taking a place-based approach to urban crisis 
response in recognition of “the totality of people’s lives 
that goes beyond immediate post-disaster needs” 43 . Place-
based approaches isolate a geographical area of the city, 
based on formal or informal boundaries of a neighbo-
rhood, settlement or area in order to strengthen the full 
39 Arup and Plan International. (2016). Child-Centred Urban Resilience 

Framework. London: Arup and Plan International.
40The 2008 ILO report, Decent Work And The Transition To Formaliza-

tion: Recent Trends, Policy Debates And Good Practices notes that 
four pillars are particularly important. These are employment gene-
ration, rights, social dialogue, and social protection.

41 UN-Habitat. (2015). Habitat III Issues papers: 14 – Informal Sector, p.5. 
New York: UN-Habitat.

42 EMBARQ Network. (2018). Upgrading Informal Settlements in an 
Urbanizing World. Online: Smart Cities Dive. Available at: https://
www.smartcitiesdive.com/ex/sustainablecitiescollective/upgra-
ding-informal-settlements-urbanizing-world/333291/ (Accessed: 4 
September 2018).

43 Sanderson, D. and Sitko, P. (2017). Urban Area-Based Approaches in 
Post-Disaster Contexts. Guidance Note for Humanitarian Practitio-
ners. London: IIED, p.13.
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range of essential services that people need to survive 
and thrive. When engaging in place-based approaches, 
consider the ways in which access to essential services 
promotes social mixing, encourages inclusion, generates 
income, and impacts on health and safety.  

4. Offer technical support to local authorities to support 
urban planning and design-related recovery activities. Exa-
mples of hiring local technical staff to support ongoing 
work in municipal departments are provided by UN-Ha-
bitat in the Philippines, where local urban planners were 
hired to provide additional support after Typhoon Haiyan 
44. Municipalities may also find it useful to deploy staff 
from other cities within the country to support during a 
crisis, particularly in regard to coordination with huma-
nitarian and other agencies. An example of the promo-
tion of technical assistance is that of UCLG’s Task Force 
for Prevention and Management of Territorial Crises 45, 
whereby vulnerable local governments, especially those 
in disaster-prone regions, are provided peer support for 
managing funds and planning activities related to disas-
ter preparedness and response.

44Parker, E. et al. (2017). Urban Planning Following Humanitarian Crises: 
Supporting Local Government to take the lead in the Philippines fol-
lowing Super Typhoon Haiyan. IIED Working Paper. London: IIED.

45 For more information on UCLG’s Task Force for Prevention and Mana-
gement of Territorial Crises, please see the following link:

https://www.uclg.org/en/organisation/structure/committees-wor-
king-groups/uclg-taskforce-territorial-prevention-and

Priority 4: Support local actors to re-imagine 
and re-design urban systems
Revisiting the metaphor at the beginning of this paper, if 
the city is like a body, then local actors are the lifeblood 
that flows through the body. Whatever happens to the 
city affects its local actors, and vice versa. Therefore, be-
fore, during and after a crisis, urban systems should be 
re-imagined and re-designed by local actors with sup-
port from international organizations, not the reverse. 
In this paper, local actors are defined as an individual or 
organization from a crisis-affected area or country who 
or which has influence on the town or city where the res-
ponse is taking place 46. Some examples of local actors 
include political parties, media, chambers of commerce, 
private businesses, youth councils, service providers, 
gangs, law enforcement, financial institutions and com-
munity-based or faith-based organizations 47. Below are 
some of the key challenges and opportunities identified 
in relation to how different actors within the GAUC can 
re-imagine and re-design urban systems. 

Local authorities

When municipal governments were asked to list pri-
mary partners in a crisis for this research, communities, 
volunteers, businesses, and local leaders were most 
frequently mentioned. Other key actors that were less 
frequently mentioned included NGOs, landowners, the 
police and the military. Reflecting on past crises they 
faced (floods, earthquakes, tsunami and waves of displa-
46 Alcayna, T. and Al-Murani, F. (2016). Urban Humanitarian Response: 

Why Local and International Collaboration Matters. IIED Briefing. 
London: IIED.

47 Campbell, L. (2016). Stepping Back: Understanding Cities and Their 
Systems. London: ALNAP.
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cement), most municipal governments expressed a lack 
of preparedness within the government structures and 
policy environments as well as within the communities 
they served. Recommendations by local authorities to 
better prepare for and respond to urban crisis included: 
1) prioritizing DRR and preparedness in long-term deve-
lopment plans; 2) creating integrated multi-disciplinary 
response groups across different scales of government 
departments; 3) bolstering community participation; 4) 
conducting risk mapping of technical environmental 
risks to better prioritize risk reduction investments; and 
5) investing in / or identifying ways of building resilience 
through local regulations. Moreover, better coordination 
and collaboration with NGOs and other actors engaged 
with reconstruction are needed to prevent overlaps with 
planned or ongoing activities by local authorities. A lack 
of collaboration can affect markets and delivery of essen-
tial services, and lead to tensions between disaster-af-
fected populations, local authorities, and governments. 

Civil society

Local actors are not only the first responders when di-
saster strikes a town or city, but they are also best 
placed to understand the nuances of their urban sys-
tems and context so as to prioritize reconstruction or 
resilience-building activities. Pre-positioning trust, skills 
and resources is critical to minimizing the impact of 
shocks. Activities that require collective action before a 
disaster, such as savings groups, neighborhood or sett-
lement upgrading programmes, anti-drug programmes 
and neighborhood policing, adapt and transform into 
leadership structures, networks and confidence where 
people can unite to support one another in times of cri-
sis. One such example is the 2011 floods in Bangkok, Thai-
land, where a settlement upgrading programme in the 
Bang Bua Canal provided the structure for 12 neighbo-
rhoods to pool their savings, community resources and 
leadership teams to preposition supplies before the 
flood hit and set up hot food kitchens in the days before 
emergency assistance arrived 48. 

International agencies

The primary role of international agencies is to support 
local actors to re-design and re-imagine urban systems 
to serve people in more inclusive, efficient and effective 
48 Sitko, P. (2017). ‘Pre-positioning Trust’: An Area-Based Approach to the 

2011 Bangkok Flood. In: Sanderson, D. and Sharma, A. (eds.) World Di-
sasters Report: Resilience: Saving Lives Today, Investing for Tomorrow. 
Geneva: IFRC.

ways. Despite decades of commitment to `localization’ 
(the shift of resources and decision-making to local ac-
tors), the Start Network 49 reported that the proportion 
of aid channelled directly to local and national NGOs in 
2015 accounted for just 0.4 per cent of international hu-
manitarian assistance. The World Humanitarian Summit 
has responded to such trends by calling for a `participa-
tion revolution’ with a commitment in its Grand Bargain 
to providing 25 per cent of global humanitarian funding 
to local and national responders by 2020 and a specifi-
cally articulated localization agenda 50. Such collabora-
tion often tends to happen when there is a national legal 
requirement to do so, as in the 2015 Nepal earthquakes51, 
the 2018 Sulawesi, Indonesia earthquake 52, and nume-
rous disaster events in India53 54, where governments are 
strong and prevent international agencies from respon-
ding. 

A fundamental change is needed to reform the huma-
nitarian sector’s outdated architecture, assumptions, 
structures and behaviors that largely took shape after 
World War 1 55. Today, new models have been proposed for 
responses in towns and cities, including a `collaborative 
model’ 56 by Ramalingham and Mitchell that accounts 
for the numerous overlaps between various systems and 
the interconnections that are required for a town or city 
to function overall. The collaborative model sees local ac-
tors taking leadership of the response with international 
organizations working alongside domestic capacities. 
This model recognizes that in towns and cities there is 
no longer a need to set up systems for providing basic 
needs, as there is in camp settings. Instead, the main 
49Start Network. (2016). Five Reasons Why the "localisation" agenda 

has failed in the past - and four reasons why things may now be 
changing. Reliefweb, 19 August 2016.

50United Nations. (2016). The Grand Bargain – A Shared Commitment 
to Better Serve People in Need. Istanbul: United Nations.

51  The Nepal government introduced national government require-
ments that aid must be implemented by national or district level 
NGOs. See the 2018 Independent Evaluation report, Plan Internatio-
nal DEC-Funded Response To The Nepal Earthquakes, 2015.

52  IRIN. (2018). Why Indonesia’s Rules on Foreign Tsunami Relief are Rat-
tling the Aid Sector. IRIN, 16 October 2018.

53 Sengupta, S. (2005). Pride and Politics: India Rejects Quake Aid. The 
New York Times, 19 October 2005.

54 Kazmin, A. (2018). India’s Rejection of $100m Foreign Flooding Aid 
Sparks Anger in Kerala. Financial Times, 27 August 2018.

55 Bennett, C. et al. (2016). Time to Let Go:  Remaking Humanitarian Ac-
tion for the Modern Era. London: ODI.

56 Ramalingam, B. and Mitchell, J. (2014). Responding to changing 
needs? Challenges and opportunities for humanitarian action. Mon-
treux XIII Meeting. London: ALNAP.
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task is to strengthen or expand existing infrastructure 
systems and complex supply chains of private and public 
mechanisms for providing basic needs such as food, wa-
ter, sanitation and protection. 

Built environment professionals

In relation to urban resilience, the primary function of 
built environment professionals, such as architects, en-
gineers, urban designers and planners, is to protect and 
enhance life through disaster-resilient design and re-
construction activities 57. They are engaged in the design, 
planning and construction of the totality of the built 
environment that comprises a town or city. A research 
agenda set by the International Council for Research 
and Innovation for Building 58, recommends that skills 
relevant for disaster risk reduction be included as a core 
competency in practical training, professional develop-
ment courses and undergraduate degrees for the built 
environment. In its guidance note for the New Ten Essen-
tials for Making Cities Resilient, the Urban Planning Advi-
sory Group to the Special Representative of the Secretary 
General for Disaster Risk Reduction (UPAG) has recom-
mended that “[r]isk-sensitive urban planning education 
should be integrated into tertiary education curricula in 
planning schools. In addition, urban planners who have 
not received risk-sensitive planning education attend 
certificate based continuing education classes that are 
developed in partnership with professional licensing 
bestowing associations such as Chamber or Association 
of Planners” 59.

Evidence of good practice suggests that hiring local built 
environment professionals to provide technical surge ca-
pacity to local government departments in a crisis can 
be an effective approach to providing surge capacity. An 
example includes a programme run by UN-Habitat called 
Regional Technical Offices for Improving Municipal Plan-
ning and Enhancing Local Governance by recruiting local 
public and civic workers to enhance service delivery and 
mainstream planning interventions 60. 

57 Bosher et al. (2016). Disasters and the Built Environment: Research 
Roadmap Summary. Delft: CIB General Secretariat.

58 Ibid
59 Gencer, E. et al. (2015). Guidance Note for Essential 4: Pursue Resilient 

Urban Development, Planning, and Design. UPAG Report for the New 
Ten Essentials for Making Cities Resilient. UNISDR (unpublished).

60UN-Habitat. (nd). Regional Technical Offices: Improving Municipal 
Planning & Enhancing Local Governance. Online: UN-Habitat.

Academic Institutions

Academic institutions and think tanks are often overlooked 
despite being important sources of knowledge and objec-
tive evidence. They play a critical role in monitoring long-
term trends and developing an evidence base of good 
practice. Those who conduct their own evaluations, such as 
aid agencies and governments, tend to provide subjective 
evidence suggesting activities and actions taken were lar-
gely effective. Yet, many urban residents affected by crisis 
are being left behind by humanitarian responses. The role 
of academic institutions is to provide objective evidence 
about those left behind and identify ways for improving 
the effectiveness of crisis prevention and response. An exa-
mple is the assessment of Nepal’s disaster preparedness 
and response capabilities after the 2015 Nepal earthquakes 
by the Asia Foundation 61.

Priority 5: Understand and act on the pledge 
to leave no one behind
The pledge to leave no one behind 62 “demands explicit 
action to address the disadvantages, deprivations and 
discrimination” 63. In urban areas, it can be difficult to 
support people who may be hard to access for whatever 
reason – be it lack of mobility, reluctance to engage with 
international actors, or a mistrust of local authorities. 
Such groups may include labor migrants, refugees, di-
sabled or elderly people, and someone who is lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, transgender, queer or intersex. It can also be 
difficult to identify hidden problems, for example sexual 
and gender-based violence, in places such as settlements 
that are not on official maps, in buildings that did not re-
ceive planning permission or on undocumented roads64.

The reality is that millions are being left behind everyday 
by persistent and multiple challenges. For instance, for 
those trapped in a protracted crisis, there may be no clear 
path to escaping the impacts of chronic vulnerability, di-
saster shocks, climate-related stresses and the negative 
consequences of rapid, unmanaged urbanization. Ap-

61 Das Manandhar, M. (2017). Disaster Preparedness and Response Du-
ring Political Transition in Nepal: Assessing Civil and Military Roles 
in the Aftermath of the 2015 Earthquakes: San Francisco: The Asia 
Foundation and Harvard University.

62The pledge to leave one behind is a part of the 2030 Agenda for Sus-
tainable Development.

63 UNDP. (2018). What Does it Mean to Leave No One Behind? A UNDP Dis-
cussion Paper and Framework for Implementation. Online: UNDP, p.23.

64Fisher, D. et. al. (2018). World Disasters Report: Leaving No One 
Behind. Geneva: IFRC.
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proaching protracted crisis response in towns and cities 
requires addressing interconnected issues, such as gaps 
in social protection and health services, preparedness for 
climate-related hazards, new forms of violence, and ma-
naging the impacts of rapid urbanization 65. 

Leaving no one behind is essentially a ‘demand driven’ 
approach where those with the greatest needs are prio-
ritized. To this end, asking the right questions and captu-
ring relevant, reliable and disaggregated data that com-
pares different population groups in contexts of crisis 
is critical to identify who in fact is most vulnerable and 
why. Doing this in an urban context can be challenging 
due to the ever-changing nature of the city, the density 
of people, institutions and buildings, and the diversity 
of cultures, social norms and languages. Access to infor-
mation plays an especially critical role in holding insti-
tutions accountable, providing feedback and developing 
an evidence base from which communities can use to 
design their own initiatives. 

For local authorities, leaving no one behind means enga-
ging in fairer planning practices that are more inclusive, 
strengthening transparency and accountability in gover-
nance (for example through participatory budgeting), 
putting a stop to corruption and taking well-considered 
action on difficult issues, such as the right to work for re-
fugees. From the perspective of civil society, those most 
at risk of exploitation often do not have social networks 
to identify them or help them. Access to local social wor-
kers, health visitors, police officers, peace and justice au-
thorities, religious centres and humanitarian protection 
workers can help with a range of hidden problems, es-
pecially for those engaged in informal work or living in 
informal settlements. 

For built environment professionals, leaving no one 
behind means designing towns and cities that are more 
inclusive of the needs of disconnected and marginalized 
groups by designing safe access to services related to 
transportation, public infrastructure, schools, health care 
and public spaces. For humanitarian and development 
agencies, it means finding ways to not only engage mar-
ginalized groups on more hidden issues, but to design, 
implement and monitor projects with such persons in 
leading roles. It also means putting theories of change 

65 UNDP. (2018). What Does it Mean to Leave No One Behind? A UNDP 
Discussion Paper and Framework for Implementation. Online: UNDP, 
p.23.

into action to address behavior changes that reflect and 
respect human rights. Finally, for academics, there is a 
role for this group to be future focused by anticipating 
upcoming issues, and new ways of intervening while 
documenting evidence of what works for addressing to-
day’s urban challenges.  

Leaving no one behind means doing more than meeting 
basic needs 66. It is about working together on develop-
ment, peace-building, climate change and gender equa-
lity to move every person, regardless of their age, gen-
der, nationality, or other characteristic, out of crisis by 
implementing global frameworks on a local level. These 
include the Sustainable Development Goals, the Sendai 
Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction, the New Urban 
Agenda and the Paris Agreement on Climate Change. 

On a more local level, the above values can be translated 
into tools that use systems thinking to identify the mul-
tiple root causes of vulnerability and marginalization. For 
instance, the Committee on World Food Security (CFS) 
has developed a Framework for Action for Food Security 
and Nutrition in Protracted Crises that analyzes systems 
related to food security, nutrition, food safety, health, hy-
giene and sanitation, social protection, and education67. 
Organizations such as Mercy Corps use urban systems 
mapping to better understand resilience through a sys-
tems approach. The Strategic Resilience Assessment 
Tool (STRESS)68  has been used across a spectrum of ur-
ban-rural contexts in Uganda, Niger, Nepal, Mongolia, 
Myanmar, and specifically in the urban context of Chen-
nai, India after the 2015 floods 69. Understanding the in-
terconnections between people, urban systems and risk 
creates opportunity to adapt and adjust programmes, 
plans and policies.

66OCHA and CDA Collaborative Learning Projects. (2016). Leaving No 
One Behind: Humanitarian Effectiveness in the Age of the Sustai-
nable Development Goals. Online: OCHA, p.5

67 Committee on World Food Security (CFS). (2015). Framework for Action 
for Food Security and Nutrition in Protracted Crises. Online: CFS, p.9.

68Levine, E. et al. (2017). Strategic Resilience Assessment Guidelines. 
Portland: Mercy Corps.

69 View Mercy Corp’s library of case studies using the STRESS tool in 
contexts across the global: 

 https://www.mercycorps.org/research-resources/resilience/strate-
gic-resilience-assessment
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Central to building resilience to urban crises is the need 
to anticipate the broad ways in which shocks and stresses 
might impact people and the urban systems delivering es-
sential services. Within this tenant, the research has iden-
tified a pressing responsibility to address several drivers of 
disaster vulnerability, as well as the daily urban processes 
that work against resilience. As discussed, these can in-
clude mismanagement of urban resources,  environmental 
explpoitation, the negative impacts of climate change or, 
crucially, the negative consequences of rapid demographic 
shifts and unmanaged urban growth, among others. While 
prevention may not stop crises from happening, it goes a 
long way towards reducing impact, making resilience both 
a goal and a process. 

In conclusion, the Alliance emphasizes five priorities for 
building urban resilience in order to ensure that crisis pre-
paredness, response and recovery mechanisms adopt a lon-
ger-term resilience perspective while narrowing existing 
gaps between humanitarian action and development pro-
gramming.

1. Given the networked nature of towns and cities, 
there is no clear moment in urban crises where hu-
manitarian action stops, giving way to development 
activities. In this context, the requisite of responding 
to today’s needs while planning for years into the fu-
ture can have the convening power to reconcile diffe-
rent perspectives, while addressing interconnected-
ness between short-term priorities and long-term 
goals. This necessity for planning ahead needs, first 
and foremost, strong local government commitment 
matched by adequate multi-year funding, both of 
which can benefit from a spatial urban planning ap-
proach in order to build back better and mitigate im-
pacts of future crises..

2. When humanitarian practitioners are confronted 
with the complexity and diversity of urban systems, 
a common understanding of the local context – 
namely of how people and the built environment 
influence each other – is key to tackling syste-
mic problems. While the humanitarian sector has 
made available a large body of analytical tools and 
knowledge in this respect, there is still considerable 
room for harmonization of approaches to urban 
profiling , context analysis and vulnerability assess-
ments.

3.Prioritizing support for services that are essential to 
sustain people lives and livelihoods in crisis-affected 
towns and cities. While municipal authorities have 
primary responsibility for taking care of the people 
within their areas of jurisdiction, humanitarian prac-
titioners, development agencies, academics, civil 
society actors and built environment professionals 
can all play a key auxiliary role, such as by providing 
knowledge and technical support. Regardless of the 
sector, all these players must be aware that different 
population groups engage with services differently – 
according to gender, age, culture and disability.

4.As stated above, local actors are the first ones to res-
pond to a crisis, therefore making it imperative that 
support is provided to local actors for re-imagining 
and re-designing crisis-affected towns and cities. Lo-
cal actors may include political parties, media, cham-
bers of commerce, youth councils, service providers, 
gangs, law enforcement, financial institutions, com-
munity-based and faith-based organizations, among 
other players.

5.While different constituency groups may operate 
with different means, capacities and rationalities, all 
should understand and direct their actions on the 
pledge to leave no one behind. A ‘demand driven’ ap-
proach, where population groups with the greatest 
needs are prioritized, leaving no one behind means 
doing more than just meeting basic needs; it means 
establishing a continuum between short-term hu-
manitarian intervention and longer-term resilience 
programming.

Conclusion
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