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The humanitarian shelter and settlements sector
is by its very nature often driven by reactive
tendencies, and is not always good at dealing
with root cause problems such as poverty,
lawlessness or weak regulatory systems.
Despite this, there has been significant change
over the past two decades, as organizations
attempt not only to assist as many people as
possible, but also to develop a broader definition
of ‘quality’ in the support they provide.1 These
quality-driven attempts at improving shelter
delivery often evolve as specific responses to
particular issues such as gender, accountability
or the use of cash. Approaches that incorporate
these considerations into sectoral responses
have gained prominence and favour with
donors, resulting in an ever-diversifying range
of essential skills and thinking among shelter
practitioners.
Among the proliferation and prioritization of
buzzwords that have led to much-needed sectoral
advancement, some – such as environmental
mainstreaming – have failed to make significant
progress. In particular, limited consideration has
been given to some much bigger questions of

how the world may look in the near future, what
the consequences might be for our ways of
working, or what the sector should or could be
doing about these. Given increasing needs, and
constant financial limitations, the battle between
thinking ahead and focusing on the quality and
quantity of support given to affected populations
is only likely to get harder over the next 20 years,
if various trends continue along their current
trajectories. These trends are global, complex
and for the most part out of the hands of the
sector, but if they are not given due recognition
and focus by the entire humanitarian community
– and by shelter and settlement agencies from
their particular perspective – then we may miss
the opportunity to identify solutions or mitigations
ahead of time. This is where thinking and
investment are required, so that the sector not
only responds to what is confronting it now, but
leads by example and prepares and adapts to be
able to better deal with the likely effects of these
trends in the future.
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Population growth and urbanization
The world’s population is continuing to increase,
and is projected to grow from its current estimated
7.6 billion to reach 9.8 billion in 2050, and
11.2 billion by 2100.2 A significant proportion
of this growth will occur in low- and middleincome countries, which are often at higher
risk of disasters and of suffering the anticipated
effects of climate change. It is highly likely that
such significant increases in population, when
combined with the trends discussed in this
chapter, will equate to greater vulnerability, with
larger numbers of people living in poor conditions.
Most population growth is predicted to take
place in cities, with 92 per cent of population
growth over the next 20 years occurring in urban
areas of Africa and Asia. This is equivalent to a
city the size of Cape Town, Geneva, Dar Es Salam
or San Francisco emerging every two weeks over
that period.3
Humanitarian shelter providers already
struggle to ensure assistance reaches those who
need it most. Urban growth will further challenge a
system still largely geared to working in dispersed
rural settings. What meaningful role the shelter
and settlement sector can play in a large-scale
urban crisis remains to be seen. (See Chapter 6
for a further discussion on this.)

Competition for resources, and
environmental degradation
Demands for resources inevitably increase
with both population and economic growth. 4
Developmental and global growth measurements
generally correlate closely to increased
consumption, with very little connection to the
sustainability of these increases in resource use
and demand.
Humanity ultimately derives most of
what it consumes from the natural world. But
global consumption has been growing at a rate
far beyond the ability of environmental and
geological mechanisms to cope, regulate or
replace. Data from the Global Footprint Network
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shows that humanity currently uses the equivalent
of 1.7 planet Earths to provide the renewable
resources we use and absorb our waste.5 This
means that it now takes the Earth one year and
six months to regenerate what we use in a year.6
As well as limiting economic development,
competition for basic resources such as water
may fuel future conflicts.7 The global demand for
water has been increasing by about 1 per cent per
year, while at the same time, the global water cycle
is intensifying and altering due to climate change.
Other global changes (such as urbanization,
deforestation, intensification of agriculture) add
to this phenomenon. Increased demand and the
repercussions of these transformations could
result in water shortages for 5 billion people by
2050.8
The construction of housing and
infrastructure is a large consumer of materials.
A significant volume of the resources required
for construction is sourced from the environment,
and in many instances the sources used by the
extractive industries that supply these materials
are struggling to meet demand. Constructionquality tropical hardwoods are becoming
increasingly rare and expensive, with many
species now commercially extinct. 9 Somewhat
surprisingly, even basic commodities such as
sand are becoming increasingly hard to source.
Sand is the most widely consumed natural
resource on the planet after fresh water, with
annual global consumption estimated at 15 billion
tons, with a trade value of US$70 billion.10
The volume of sand extracted globally
causes major degradation to rivers, deltas and
coastal and marine ecosystems, resulting in
loss of land through river or coastal erosion and
lowering of water tables.11 Despite the colossal
quantities of sand and gravel being used, and the
significant damage that their extraction causes to
the environment, this problem has been mostly
ignored by policy makers, and remains unknown
even by many in the construction industry and
shelter sector.12
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Climate change
Climate change is a phenomenon of which the
shelter sector is well aware, given the increase
in regularity and severity of extreme weather
events. As a result of climate change, severe
weather has become more common and less
predictable. From 2006 to 2015, there have been
6080 reported disasters, affecting about 2 billion
people, the majority occurring in low- and middleincome countries.13 Indications are that climate
change will increase the exposure of many of the
world’s most vulnerable communities to extreme
weather events. For example, projections suggest
that, by 2025, more than 3 billion people – 70 per
cent of the predicted global urban population –
will be living in low-elevation coastal zones.14
But climate change is not just about extreme
weather events. Changes to regular weather
patterns – increases or decreases in precipitation
or changes to the timing and frequency of these
rains – have implications for agricultural seasons.
Severe droughts are becoming more common
in many parts of the world, and some scientists
have made connections between drought and the

Top ten risks in terms of likelihood

roots of the Syrian conflict (through exacerbating
urban migration). 15 Both drought and conflict
have implications for the shelter sector, as they
are significant factors behind migration or shelter
need (for example, more than 3 million people are
currently displaced in Somalia and Ethiopia due to
a combination of these factors). This connection
with climate change needs due recognition.
What is not in doubt is that the effects
of climate change impede progress in
reducing poverty. This is especially clear
during emergencies, which almost always
disproportionately affect the poorest and most
excluded populations, who may, for instance, live
on poorer-quality land and have fewer choices of
where to live. Such communities are also less able
to cope with climate change through adaptation
or risk reduction, because of their limited human,
financial and institutional capacity. As one World
Bank report put it, ‘Poor people suffer only a
fraction of economic losses caused by disasters,
but they bear the brunt of their consequences…
As climate change magnifies natural hazards,
and because protection infrastructure alone

Top ten risks in terms of impact
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cannot eliminate risk, a more resilient population
has never been more critical to breaking the cycle
of disaster-induced poverty’.17
The Global Risks Report 2017 rated
extreme weather events as the number one risk
for likelihood and number two for impact, naturally
triggered disasters at number three for likelihood
and number four for impact, while the failure of
climate change mitigation and adaptation ranked
at number five for impact (see Figure 4).18
Extreme weather events have ranked in
the top two for likelihood for the past four years,
with climate and naturally triggered disasterrelated risks appearing and ranking highly in a
variety of forms across all years. Related and
relevant societal upheavals such as large-scale
involuntary migration have also ranked highly
over the past two years.
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Severe income

Income disparity

disparity

Disaster risk reduction, and climate
change adaptation and mitigation
Despite the very real threats posed by climate
change, society, politicians, the shelter sector
and the broader humanitarian community are not
acting with due urgency to adapt ways of working
to mitigate some of the projected effects. Any idea
that shelter and settlement agencies can simply
do more and do it bigger shows that, despite this
being our business, we are not immune to the
boiling frog syndrome.20
Disaster risk reduction (DRR)21 and now
climate change adaptation (CCA)22 are spoken
about in the sector, but neither accounts for a
significant proportion of budgets for humanitarian
shelter sector programming or of donors’
humanitarian portfolios, despite the often-quoted
World Bank statement of ‘for every one dollar
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Categories

Top five global risks in terms of likelihood, 2013–2017.19
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Technological

invested in DRR, seven dollars is saved’.23
Unfortunately, activities that bring lasting benefits
such as increased energy efficiency or durability
are generally omitted from shelter sector
programming, usually for reasons of cost.
DRR and CCA have their own communities
of practice, terminologies, science and arguments.
For shelter sector practitioners however, their
programmatic responses to either will in many
regards amount to much the same range of
activities. The shelter sector is therefore likely to
focus on ‘strengthening’ buildings and infrastructure
(physically engineered solutions) or communities
(increasing awareness and preparedness) to cope
better with whatever hazards may have affected
them in the past, or are expected to in the future.
This focus on ‘strengthening’, although
useful, has limited applications when trying to
solve some of the root causes of the problem and
the effects of humanity and settlements on the
global environment. Indeed, in some instances
it is actively detrimental, by promoting the use of
ever more materials. Climate change mitigation
(CCM)24 activities and other approaches aiming
to reduce emissions, or change behaviours to
make better use of the local environment to
reduce exposure to risk, are rarely considered in
humanitarian circles, or when they are considered,
are thought to be niche activities, or extravagant.
Ultimately, programming will need to
include mitigation activities that – at the bare
minimum – tackle or offset programme activities
that contribute to the causes of climate change,
as well as adaptation components to tackle the
effects of the phenomenon and their associated
risks. More training on DRR, house designs with
more cement or cross-bracing, or micro-insurance
schemes may reduce some of the damage
caused by disasters, but they will do nothing to
change the trajectory of increasing greenhouse
gas emissions, a warming planet and a worsening
risk profile for much of the global population. So,
rather than simply accepting the facts that the
climate is getting warmer and more variable, that
increasing numbers of dwellings will be destroyed
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by extreme weather, and that more people will
displaced by conflict, the shelter sector should be
asking the following questions:
• How can doing our work differently reduce
environmental harm (primarily greenhouse
gas emissions) caused by housing
construction and use (energy needs and
consumption)?
• How can we promote behavioural change
and more sustainable approaches to the
use of materials and resources?
• How can project design tackle the broader
causes of communities’ increased exposure
to risk and hazards?
• How do shelter practitioners work with
others to consider community risks
and hazards – and their developmental
requirements – at a higher and more
effective level?
Given the close relationships between
livelihoods, risk reduction and the environment,
we should devise a multi-pronged approach to
solving complex problems. This could also bring
a range of ‘multiplier’ benefits.

Conclusion
The issues raised in this chapter present the shelter
sector with a wide range of difficult questions.
Should shelter responses include broader social
and economic measures, to acknowledge the
need to reduce or mitigate construction-related
emissions of greenhouse gases while still meeting
shelter needs? Should shelter responses promote
sustainable development, or automatically include
climate change adaptation and mitigation? How
long can the shelter sector continue to hide behind
arguments of urgency, ignoring the longer-term
repercussions of its work, or the implications of
local actions for global problems? Does the sector
carry on as usual? Or should we try to change
and lead by example?
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The answer to the last question should
be ‘yes’. Ultimately, the shelter and settlements
sector has a responsibility to lead by example,
rather than focus only on the immediate shelter
problem needing a response. Saving lives is
vital, but does not provide an excuse for leaving
assisted populations living in situations that
are not conducive to the healthy existence of
future generations. The shelter sector is aware
of the complexities, and for this reason has no
excuse not to be at the forefront of making the
necessary changes, and of finding ways to apply
sustainability-based thinking to society and
our economies. If appropriately resourced, the

sector is well positioned to think ahead, innovate,
experiment, champion and use technology to
bridge gaps by, for instance, promoting energyefficient design and materials or including access
to clean household energies in our programming.
Equally, the sector needs to grasp the role of
humanitarian response in setting the future
direction of post-crisis recovery and development,
and take ownership of some of these efforts.
In its settlements approach, the sector should
acknowledge and embrace the needs of the home
and inhabitants beyond the physical structures,
and become a leader in pushing the messages of
sustainability into the humanitarian mainstream.
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