Daily life is hard when settlements lack basic services.
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In the future, most of humanity will live in cities.
Population growth and rural-to-urban migration are
combining to change the physical environment,
influencing social and economic interactions, culture,
norms and belief systems, and forcing humanitarian
organizations to think beyond local community-level
approaches. Cities are highly complex systems
with many sub-systems co-existing and interacting
at a variety of levels. Disasters and other crises
act like a magnifying glass, exposing pre-existing
inequalities and weaknesses in these systems.
But they also bring to light untapped resources and
opportunities that can lead to better policies and
legislation, more active public participation, greater
private investment and new financing opportunities
for rebuilding homes and infrastructure. Influxes of
refugees and displaced populations during crises
can bring some benefits to host cities: improved
housing units and service delivery systems, and

increased market opportunities for local businesses,
mainly as a result of cash grants.1
A number of case studies, evaluations and
research papers discuss the difficulties, barriers
and gaps in shelter and settlement in cities, and
present lessons learned and good practices.2
Most of these resources explore in particular
density; the sheer scale of built-up environments;
complexities of social interactions, infrastructure,
urban governance systems and financial systems;
and diversity of livelihoods and markets.

Shelter at the humanitarian–
development nexus
The scope and operational context of humanitarian
shelter and settlements programmes are intrinsically
linked to how cities are built and governed, and how
their systems function during non-disaster times.
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In this sense, such programmes are at the nexus
of development and humanitarian services. The
conventional direct service delivery approach of
humanitarian agencies is neither responsive nor
effective in urban areas.3 In urban disasters and
crises, humanitarians find themselves face to face
with systemic barriers, conventionally deemed
to be ‘development’ problems, such as complex
infrastructure, city governance, poverty and markets.
The Sustainable Development Goals refer
frequently to access to basic services including
shelter, sustainability, quality of the physical
and natural environment, and the resilience of
infrastructure.4 The globally agreed New Urban
Agenda,5 resulting from 2016’s Habitat III Summit,
also sets out many ways for humanitarians to work
with local governments and development agencies
to improve the quality of the built environment,
increase social cohesion and foster inclusive
development in cities. This kind of cooperation
before an emergency could potentially reduce
the need for shelter interventions during disasters
and crises.
A high-quality built environment, or more
broadly a high quality of life in cities, is hard to attain,
especially in developing countries, where informality
tends to prevail. Urban professionals, development
agencies, local governments, humanitarian bodies
and city dwellers all have different perspectives.
Yet improving the quality of the built environment is
essential if we are to create inclusive, safe, resilient
and sustainable cities, as stipulated by Sustainable
Development Goal 11. The New Urban Agenda
provides a set of commitments by governments on
how to achieve this overarching goal, with a clear
vision: ‘cities for all’.
The number of urban residents is growing
by nearly 60 million every year.6 Disasters, large
displaced populations moving into urban areas, as
well as the current and forecast effects of climate
change, are all challenging the conventional
isolated, sectorial ways of working of humanitarian
and development groups. The Global Shelter
Cluster strategy (2018–2022) emphasizes the
need ‘to be well-versed in working with issues
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of chronic vulnerability as much as emergency
response. The best development approaches
need to be understood and synchronized with
humanitarian efforts’.7
Many aid organizations are also recognizing
the importance of connecting with people, instead of
investing solely in infrastructure at the city or regional
level, or in policy support at the national level. The
growing availability, reliability and accessibility of
data on spatial patterns of risks, vulnerabilities and
capacities of people at a local level are encouraging,
but also necessitate strong connection and feedback
loops between the different socio-geographic levels
in urban systems.8

Shelter in cities: three dimensions
The three dimensions of shelter in cities are as
follows:
1. Shelter and its link to everyday life

The scope and operational context of humanitarian
shelter and settlements programmes are
intrinsically linked to how cities are built and
governed, and how their systems function during
non-disaster times. In urban disasters and crises,
humanitarian bodies find themselves face to face
with systemic difficulties – conventionally deemed
to be ‘development’ issues – such as complex
infrastructure, city governance, and poverty. The
conventional direct service delivery approach
(building houses for people) typically employed by
humanitarian agencies is neither responsive nor
effective in cities.9
In cities, informal systems are just as
important and ubiquitous as formal governance
structures.10 It is important to understand the
nature of informality, which requires embracing
iterative and participatory processes of planning
and implementation. A lack of adequate and
reliable access to safe shelter and basic service
delivery systems,11 when coupled with exposure to
hazards, is one of the most important determinants
of vulnerability in cities, and loss of life during
disasters.12 Access to both formal and informal
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systems in cities is controlled not just by laws and
policies, but also by culture and social norms,
during both disaster and non-disaster times.
The division of roles and responsibilities
between formal and informal actors, and their
inter-relationships, is often unclear even in
non-disaster times, but particularly during crises,
when rapid adaptation or improvisation may occur,
and official organizations’ mandates, authority
and legitimacy may not be acknowledged by
communities who may have alternative, informal
arrangements in place.13 The varied systems in
cities can be governed by sets of rules that are
often unfamiliar and invisible to non-residents
and external observers. Informal networks can
be crucial to meeting basic needs (such as
shelter, medicines and water) during the initial
response, and to providing goods and services
(such as psychological support, legal advice,
jobs orientation, housing reallocation) during the
lengthier stage of disaster recovery.14 Therefore,
humanitarian agencies should analyze the
context, in order to understand and incorporate
linkages to both formal and informal systems, to
provide viable urban shelter solutions.
It is not easy to predict the end result of a
humanitarian programme. When working in cities,
a continual process of learning and questioning,
and iterative planning in which all affected
people can participate without discrimination,
is essential. 15 The United States Agency for
International Development/Office of United States
Foreign Disaster Assistance and Catholic Relief
Services urban shelter and settlements recovery
programme in the Philippines offered alternatives
such as financial support for families to move to
a safe location where they can potentially attain
land tenure, a full shelter and latrine package,
or helping typhoon-affected households rent an
apartment or house in a safe location. Working
at the community and household levels, the
programme has focused on helping households
make their own arrangements for shelter
and settlement, close to their original homes,
livelihoods and social structures.16
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2. Transition from emergency to longterm reconstruction

Long-term reconstruction differs from emergency
work in terms of time, scale, beneficiary
involvement and physical space. Making this
transition successfully calls for innovative, placespecific and adaptive solutions. Effective shelter
transition and recovery are among the biggest
gaps in shelter response, according to the
Global Shelter Cluster.17 Major disasters in cities,
such as the 2010 earthquake in Port-au-Prince
(which also damaged other cities and non-urban
areas in Haiti) and the recent mass-population
displacements caused by the conflict in Syria,
demonstrate that it can take a prolonged time to
arrive at a point of stability where humanitarian
recovery operations can make a responsible exit.
Rebuilding housing and infrastructure requires
long-term solutions connected to city-wide
systems, rather than fixing the problem at a local
scale. In some cases of protracted and recurring
crises, people end up living in urban camps and
informal settlements for decades.18
Urban recovery requires adaptive, flexible
solutions and design that provide options for
different needs and choices that accommodate
changing conditions, such as continued
movement of people within, into or out of the city.
Beneficiary selection criteria must be transparent;
this can be achieved by working with affected
community groups to design the criteria or asking
for feedback on criteria designed by humanitarian
agencies. Communication methods can marry
old and new technologies, such as loudspeakers
and drones. Working with local organizations that
are knowledgeable on legal matters, building
regulations, land tenure and the context for that
pocket of the city or town is also recommended.
Physical characteristics of the built
environment present particular impediments
to urban recovery, such as multiple families
occupying single apartment units, limited access
in high-rise buildings when the power is out,
and lack of space for adding new residential
units or public spaces. The traditional focus has
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• multiple-occupancy and multi-storey
dwellings (such as house or flat shares,
and the sharing of single rooms)

been on delivering ‘products’ to meet the shelter
needs of individual families, often based on rural
experience. In a city, humanitarian agencies
tend to switch to a facilitator’s role, initiating
and strengthening access to the variety of
available shelter services, based on priorities and
capacities identified for each neighbourhood.19
For this reason they should strive for solutions that
provide space and means for people to participate
in design and implementation, taking ownership
rather than being passive ‘beneficiaries’.20

• frequent movement of people within the
neighbourhood or city, and between rural
and urban areas (seasonal work in the
city by rural dwellers is a long-recognized
trend). Conflict and disasters increase
population movements and bring about
significant demographic changes
• enormous pressure on urban land, due to
high demand for development – restricting
the ability to provide shelter for all.

3. Aligning humanitarian action with
long-term development and planning

In addition to alleviating the consequences
of recent shocks, humanitarian action can
provide opportunities to tackle the root causes
of vulnerability, and avoid contributing to (or
even help mitigate) continuing stresses or longterm risks. A particular difficulty here is the focus
on short-term relief without paying attention to
longer-term repercussions.
Humanitarian organizations’ growing use
of shelter-related cash transfers has proven to
be an effective way to support affected urban
populations with relief and long-term recovery.
When urban residents rebuild or repair their
homes by purchasing labour and materials from
existing markets and services, this compounds
the local benefits.21 (Cash is discussed further in
Chapter 16.)
After a crisis in a city, it is important to
understand the complexity of tenure status and
land and property rights, in order to ensure legal
security and increase equity. Different land tenure
systems – statutory, customary and religious –
are found in different countries, and may co-exist
and overlap. Factors that can make tenure vastly
more complex in urban areas include:22
• a relatively high percentage of renters
(documented and undocumented) in
multiple-occupancy buildings
• a lack of tenure security for the majority of
tenants in informal settlements
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Humanitarian agencies must work closely not
only with the affected populations but also with
representatives of all interest groups – including
landowners, civic organizations, formal and
informal networks and local governments – to
untangle the existing patterns of tenure and rights.
They should also adapt participatory planning and
decision-making processes to increase the equity
and ownership of urban space by city dwellers
and promote social integration and peaceful
coexistence. Genuine transparency and clear
communication throughout the humanitarian
shelter operation are fundamental.

How can we become better at
providing humanitarian shelter in
cities?
A 2018 review of urban shelter case studies
indicates that, although humanitarian agencies
have been changing the way they approach,
work with and learn from shelter operations in
cities – whether following disaster, conflict or
displacement – significant difficulties and gaps
remain.23 Many of these studies refer to a lack of
urban-specific tools, gaps in knowledge and skills,
inefficiencies in coordination among humanitarian
organizations and with local authorities, poor
understanding of the legal aspects of housing
and land rights, and a strong tendency to
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underestimate the time needed to complete urban
projects. The following four activities are essential
if we are to improve humanitarian shelter practice:
1. Understanding the context

Although many guidance tools for humanitarian
operations emphasize the importance of
understanding and being relevant to the local
context, a new study by the Active Learning
Network for Accountability and Performance
in Humanitarian Action found that ‘surprisingly
few definitions of “context” exist and the term is
used inconsistently to mean a variety of different
things such as situation, needs and conflict’.24
This is a serious shortcoming, especially in urban
contexts, where the fluidity of spatial and socioeconomic parameters, diversity and multiplicity
of stakeholders, and layers of engagement
necessary must all be understood, to bring a
significant benefit. So far the typical response
to this need has been to adapt or modify
existing tools to urban contexts, by focusing on
conventional humanitarian sectors, such as
‘livelihoods in urban settings’ or ‘urban WASH’
(water/sanitation/hygiene). 25 What is needed
are tools and processes that allow affected
people and their host communities to be part
of the assessment process and solutions.
Participatory human-centred design principles
and co-designing practice with communities,
such as those found in the Participatory Approach
for Shelter and Settlements (PASSA) tool of the
International Federation of Red Cross and Red
Crescent Societies, are examples of this.26

a dialogue between neighbourhood residents,
humanitarian agencies, development agencies,
local and national governments, the private sector,
and built environment professionals (such as
architects, planners and engineers) on how the
cities of the future will be shaped, how people
will likely live and work, and their likely needs for
mobility and public space. Mobile technologies that
enable people to take direct action, share peer-topeer information, and conveniently conduct financial
exchanges are already profoundly changing human
interactions. Humanitarian organizations should
embrace these changes and promote innovation,
not only when providing shelter but in all aspects of
humanitarian action.
3. Cross-disciplinary cooperation

The complexity of urban environments calls for
cross-disciplinary cooperation and exchange of
information between urban residents, humanitarian
bodies and urban professionals. Many studies and
organizations emphasize the need to work closely
with municipal governments and urban planners.27
Humanitarians should recalibrate their roles and
skills, to work as conveners and facilitators rather
than as service providers. Shelter practitioners
often find themselves in roles for which they
have no expertise, such as mediating between
parties with conflicting interests (for example,
between displaced families and landowners in
securing tenure), or managing long and complex
negotiations with contractors and public service
providers.
4. Urban-specific data

2. Future-focused shelter planning

While understanding the current operating context
is undeniably important, for cities a future-oriented
perspective is equally important. This is particularly
true when working in rapidly urbanizing nations.
The role of humanitarian groups is to facilitate
and enable ways to build safe, adequate and
sustainable shelter for all, in ways that take account
of risks and are consistent with long-term housing
and infrastructure needs and strategies. This needs
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Reliable data on the effects of disasters and crises
and the needs of affected populations is the basis
for providing suitable and sustainable shelter,
whether in urban or rural settings. In the case of
humanitarian shelter, data is often gathered by
practitioners on the ground shortly after a disaster,
and might not be disaggregated by settlement type
(such as peri-urban, formal, informal), depending
on the purpose for which it was collected. This kind
of occasional and non-standardized data collection
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results in gaps in accurately profiling affected
populations and geographical areas. The Global
Shelter Cluster annual reports, for instance, do
not differentiate between urban and rural settings.
This may be partly due to the continuing debate on
defining ‘urban’.28
Several organizations collect data at a city
scale, for example the City Resilience Profiling
Program of the United Nations International
Strategy for Disaster Reduction, 29 and the
shelter-related indicators monitored by the
UN-Habitat Global Urban Observatory.30 The
humanitarian shelter sector should work with
urban professionals and other development
agencies to agree on a set of terminology and
types of data to be collected on urban shelter and
settlement risks, harms and solutions.
Cities are fluid and dynamic. We need
reliable, accountable, systematically collected and
updated data on demographics and the socioeconomic characteristics of city dwellers, coupled
with geospatial data, as evidence on which to
base our decisions in humanitarian shelter and
settlements operations. As citizen-generated
data from mobile technologies is becoming more
common, future humanitarian workers may be

more data-literate than we are, and will need to find
new ways to capture and use this data to create
shelter that better meets the needs of affected
people. The Humanitarian Data Exchange is an
open platform that can be used to aggregate,
store and share city-specific data.31 There are
also examples of effective community-driven data
collection in informal settlements through surveys,
participatory mapping or enumerations.32

Conclusion
Providing humanitarian shelter in cities is a multifaceted, multi-layered and highly complex process,
which demands a thorough understanding of the
relationships between the physical patterns of
urban spaces (such as residential and commercial
areas, roads and public spaces) and the systemic
features of human decisions and activities that
take place in these spaces. It requires participatory
planning at the city level, a continuing dialogue
among all concerned parties, cross-disciplinary
cooperation, and collecting and analyzing urbanspecific data. And, perhaps above all, a new type of
humanitarian, working as convener and facilitator,
rather than as service provider.
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Box 6.1

Still two worlds apart
Humanitarians and urban
hosts in the Greece
migration crisis 2015–2018
Martha Giannakopoulou
Urban Advisor, Municipality of Athens
Annika Grafweg
Urban Shelter Expert
Seki Hirano
Global Shelter and Settlement Advisor,
Catholic Relief Services

The migration crisis that has been occurring since 2015 in Greece, the doorstep of
Europe, reveals that city administrators (the hosts) and humanitarian actors speak in
completely different languages. Such experience has taught us that the two are still
worlds apart, and that we must bridge this gap and establish a common language if we
are to work together to serve the region’s most vulnerable people.
The city of Athens has always been a pivotal place on the migration route into
Europe. In 2015, for the first time, the migration influx surged to above 1 million, as
people from Syria and other war-affected countries passed through Greece on their way
to northern Europe.1 Thousands of refugees and migrants would arrive each day, via
the islands, into the ports of Athens,2 seeking temporary shelter in the city and in the
Attika region.3 Such a massive influx created a unique international humanitarian crisis
in Greece, eliciting a commensurate humanitarian response.
This crisis coincided with the height of the Greek economic crisis, under which
the city of Athens had been experiencing rapid decay. Businesses continued to close, and
much of the local working population left, transforming the demographics of the city
centre. Many properties became vacant,4 the rental housing market collapsed, and streets
and parks were informally occupied by homeless people. This combination of migration
and economic crises increased pressure on the host society, which itself was struggling to
maintain fundamental services such as social security, health and education.
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Such conditions offered an opportunity to develop a unique approach to securing
temporary accommodation,5 by tapping into the host community’s assets: vacant buildings,
hotels and apartments were rented to accommodate the new arrivals. In order to support
the largest possible number of families, humanitarian agencies and charities relied on the
market, renting properties in areas with lower rental costs. But this urban accommodation
strategy came with its own pros and cons: renting otherwise vacant housing units benefited
landlords, and the cash assistance given to refugees and migrants injected cash into the
local economies, but at the same time the migrant populations were concentrated in
neighbourhoods that were already struggling. This resulted in social disharmony and
xenophobia, fuelling right-wing (nationalist) politics.
What do we mean when we say that we must develop a shared language? Let us consider
the notion of ‘temporary shelter’, commonly used by the humanitarian sector. Interestingly,
this concept never reflected the citizens of Athens’ understanding of the prevailing situation.
They were worried about the additional stress and burden placed on their already stretched
public services and places – schools, hospitals, streets, neighbourhoods and public spaces
– and the devaluation of private property. From the beginning, local communities were
not convinced that the humanitarian assistance was in fact temporary, having learned from
past migration waves into Greece and from the experiences of cities around the world that
‘temporary’ arrangements can stretch into a state of practical permanence. And they were
right: out of the approximately 66,000 migrants trapped in Greece in 2016 when neighbouring
countries closed their borders, by October 2017 only 20,410 had been officially relocated to
other EU countries.6 In 2018 approximately 45,000 remain, among a total Greek population
of 10.8 million.7 As a result, three years into the process, there is a densification of migrants
and asylums seekers in particular areas of the city,8 a situation partly caused by the method
used by humanitarian programmes to select locations for urban accommodation units.
Let us now consider the term ‘integration’. Integration is an ambition of those
standing up for the new arrivals – the humanitarians – but it represents only one point of
view, whereas ‘social cohesion’ looks at the issue from both sides,9 to work towards mutual
acceptance. Greece’s experience vividly illustrates the significant repercussions for a host
city of a humanitarian response on this large scale. The ultimate bearer of responsibility
for the new arrivals is indeed the host, including local government and authorities, civil
society, urban networks, citizens and neighbours. The goal is to support the urban host to
turn the guest relationship into a functioning urban neighbourhood – for the benefit of all
inhabitants.
There are no simple answers to how we can reach a common language, though many
organizations across the world are attempting it, by testing out various new methods.
What we have learned from this crisis is that making decisions on where, how, when and
at what scale we accommodate new arrivals in a city is complex. Neither a city-led strategy
nor a humanitarian-led response can offer an equitable and sustainable solution to such
a complex problem. The two worlds need to start by understanding and respecting each
other’s mandates, responsibilities and constituencies. If they do, there is still an opportunity
for humanitarian actors and hosts to come together, by communicating through a common
language.
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