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Context

In 2020 Central Africa saw a contraction of real GDP of -4.5 percent, with all countries except Burundi entering negative 
growth (recession)239. In 2021, around 35 million people are expected to be pushed into food insecurity in Central Africa, 
of which almost 80 percent (or 26 million) people are in Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) alone.240 Almost 22 million of 
Central Africa’s urban populations are also estimated to be vulnerable to food insecurity, with DRC accounting for 75 percent 
(or almost 18 million people). Prolonged conflict has hindered development gains in the four largest and most food insecure 
countries in the region, namely DRC, Central African Republic (CAR), Cameroon and Chad. Projections for 2021 are positive, 
with the sub-region expected to grow at 2.6 percent, yet with COVID-19 containment measures still in place, and the global 
economy still struggling with a third wave, it is unclear if Central African economies could achieve swift recovery. 

Urbanization trends

Around 69 million people (or 43 percent) of Central Africa’s population live in urban areas. Smaller nations have a higher 
proportion of urban dwellers, such as Gabon (89 percent), Sao Tome & Principe (73 percent), and Equatorial Guinea (72 
percent). Between 2015 to 2020, Central Africa experienced an annual urbanization rate of 4 percent, which is similar to West 
Africa241, with Burundi and DRC showing the highest rates of 6 and 5 percent respectively. 

Figure 39: Percentage of urban population and urban growth rates in Central African countries
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239	 International Monetary Fund. Available at: https://www.imf.org/en/Countries. (Accessed: 7 December 2021).  
240	 2021 IPC/CH figures. Total does not include figures from Equatorial Guinea, Gabon, and Congo. It should be noted that these are nation-wide 

figures and do not fully cover urban areas. 
241	 UNICEF and UN-Habitat (2020). Analysis of Multiple Deprivations in Secondary Cities in Sub-Saharan Africa. Available at: https://www.unicef.

org/esa/media/5561/file/Analysis%20of%20Multiple%20Deprivations%20in%20Secondary%20Cities%20-%20Analysis%20Report.pdf. 
(Accessed: 7 December 2021). 

https://www.imf.org/en/Countries
https://www.unicef.org/esa/media/5561/file/Analysis%20of%20Multiple%20Deprivations%20in%20Secondary%20Cities%20-%20Analysis%20Report.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/esa/media/5561/file/Analysis%20of%20Multiple%20Deprivations%20in%20Secondary%20Cities%20-%20Analysis%20Report.pdf
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Slums in Central Africa

An estimated 64 percent of the urban population of Central Africa resides in slums, which amounts to around 44 million 
people.242 Of these, over 31 million (or 71 percent) live in the cities of DRC alone. The highest percent of slum dwellers, as a 
proportion of total urban population, are found in CAR (98 percent), Chad (87 percent), and Sao Tome & Principe (87 percent), 
whereas Gabon, where almost 90 percent of the population is urban, had the lowest slum dwellers at 36 percent. 

Figure 40: Proportion of urban population living in slum areas in Central African countries243
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Access to basic services

Of the total 69 million people living in Central Africa, an estimated 46 million do not have access to basic sanitation, 24 million 
lack access to sufficient living space, and 25 million lack regular access to safe drinking water. 

Table 2: Percentage of urban population without access to basic services in Central Africa

 

Total Urban 
Population

Without access to basic drinking 
water 

Without access 
to basic 

sanitation 
facilities

Without access 
to sufficient 
living area

Without 
connection to 

electricity

            68,845,450                                       25,023,726         46,479,432           23,958,586          30,723,538 

  36% 68% 35% 45%

Source: (Data provided by UN-Habitat)

The lack of basic sanitation services in urban areas is the most critical finding, especially during COVID-19, which requires 
basic hygiene practices to prevent transmission of the virus. The highest proportion of urban population without access to 
urban sanitation services was noted in CAR (with 92 percent) and Congo (82 percent). In terms of numbers, the DRC had the 
highest number of urban dwellers without sanitation services at 76 percent, which equated to 30 million people.

In Sao Tome & Principe and Burundi, all urban households were found to have insufficient access to living spaces. Whereas in 
CAR only 2 percent households reported access to insufficient spaces, followed by Cameroon at 20 percent. 

On average, around 34 percent of urban residents across Central Africa had no access to drinking water, with the highest 
proportion found in Equatorial Guinea at 54 percent, and the highest number of people in DRC at 16 million people reporting 
no access to drinking water. 

242	 UN-Habitat and WFP (2020). Impact of Covid-19 on Livelihoods, Food Security and Nutrition in East Africa. Urban Focus.
243	 UN-Habitat Data, 2018.
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Access to electricity varied across the region: the least access seen at 73 percent among CAR urban residents, and the most 
access to electricity was in Gabon at 92 percent (see Figure 41 below). 

Figure 41: Percentage of urban population without access to basic services in Central Africa244
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The most critical basic service that shows a deteriorating trend in Central Africa is access to water: CAR, DRC, Gabon and 
Congo all show worsening access levels. Congo showed the sharpest decline of -47 percent. On a positive note, access to 
sanitation services showed an improvement, despite an overall low sub-regional average of 67 percent. 

Figure 42: Proportion of change (trend) in urban access to basic services in Central Africa245
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244	 Joint Monitoring Programme WASH Database, 2018, Global Urban Indicators Database, UN-Habitat, 2020.
245	 Ibid.
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COVID-19 progression

A total of 161,000 COVID-19 cases have been confirmed in Central Africa since last year. 246 As the graph below depicts, the 
countries with the highest noted COVID-19 infections are in Cameroon, DRC and Gabon. 

Figure 43: Cumulative confirmed COVID-19 cases in Central Africa

Almost all countries in the region implemented restrictions on movement of people across borders and within cities, closing 
schools and workplaces and enforcing curfews last year. A year on, many of these restrictions have eased to limit the impact 
on local economies of restrictions, yet compared to neighbouring West Africa, more restrictions still exist. In Chad, a state of 
health emergency is still in place, which limits gatherings of more than three people, with marketplaces allowed to open only 
five days a week, and major cities under a curfew from 23:00 to 05:00. Curfews are also in place in DRC from 22:00 to 04:00 
and in Sao Tome from 17:00 to 05:00. 

In DRC, the provinces of Ituri and North Kivu, which includes two of the larger cities of DRC, namely Bunia (0.9 million residents) 
and Goma (0.7 million residents), has been under a Government-imposed state of siege since earlier this year due to conflict 
and violence.247 The state of siege imposes restrictions on movements and thereby limits income-generating activities. These 
restrictions however are slight compared to the stricter COVID-19 restrictions implemented in 2020. Cameroon for example 
closed schools for seven months in 2020. 

246	 Data only available for Equatorial Guinea and Gabon in Central Africa. 
247	 Rédaction Africanews. (2021). DRC: deep concern over prolonged siege in North Kivu, Ituri Provinces. Available at: https://www.africanews.

com/2021/07/22/drc-deep-concern-over-prolonged-siege-in-north-kivu-ituri-provinces//. (Accessed: 7 December 2021). 

https://www.africanews.com/2021/07/22/drc-deep-concern-over-prolonged-siege-in-north-kivu-ituri-provinces//
https://www.africanews.com/2021/07/22/drc-deep-concern-over-prolonged-siege-in-north-kivu-ituri-provinces//
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COVID-19 impact on economy and livelihoods

All countries in the region saw a slowing down within growth indicators (Real GDP), with the region on average contracting -4.5 
percent. The worst impacted countries were Congo and Sao Tome, which recorded negative growth of -7.8 and - 6.5 percent.  
While Burundi saw the lowest drop of -5 percent but remain at 1.3 percent. The negative growth seen in DRC (a drop of -4.3 
percent in 2020) is of grave concern, given it hosts the third largest population of the poor globally. With a poverty rate of 
73 percent, which roughly equates to 60 million people, it is estimated that DRC hosts one out of every six people living in 
extreme poverty in SSA.248 The impact of COVID-19 is estimated to have increased the number of poor and further worsen 
the conditions for the poor. 

Figure 44: Real GDP growth (annual percent change) 2019–2021 in Central Africa249
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A study that assessed the impact of COVID-19 restrictions on wages and incomes in Cameroon found that some 61 percent 
of the respondents experienced wage cuts, 32 percent experienced temporary work suspension and a smaller proportion 
of workers, around 7 percent suffered from permanent job losses.250 Projections for 2021 are positive, with the sub-region 
expected to grow at 2.6 percent, yet with COVID-restrictions still in place, and the global economy still struggling with a third 
wave, it is unclear if Central African economies could achieve swift recovery. 

Food security

An estimated 35 million are expected to need food during the 2021 lean season in Cameroon, DRC, Chad, Burundi, Congo and 
CAR.251 Of which, DRC has the highest number of people in need of food at 26 million. Within urban centres, some 22 million 
people are projected to be vulnerable to food insecurity, with DRC also hosting the largest numbers (19 million) - Please see 
Annex 2 for the methodology used to calculate this. 

In terms of total (nationwide) food insecurity, the highest number of needs are in countries grappling with multiple shocks: 
COVID-19 restrictions, coupled with conflict—DRC (26 million), Cameroon (1.9 million) and CAR (2.2 million).

248	 World Bank. World Bank in DRC. Available at: https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/drc/overview. (Accessed: 7 December 2021). 
249	 IMF. Available at: https://www.imf.org/en/Countries. (Accessed: 7 December 2021).  
250	 Fosso Djoumessi, Y. (2021).  The adverse impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on the labor market in Cameroon. Afr Dev 

Rev, 33, S31– S44. https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8268.12508
251	 Data missing from Equatorial Guinea, Gabo, and Sao Tome & Principe.

https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/drc/overview.
https://www.imf.org/en/Countries
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8268.12508
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8.	 MONITORING FOR EVIDENCE-BASED RESPONSE
The severity of the COVID-19 humanitarian challenge requires programming interventions to be evidence based. In this 
respect, UN-Habitat, WFP and other partners have developed and set up different mechanisms, tools and systems to 
continually monitor and inform emergence response, in the context of basic urban services252. The value of data cannot be 
overemphasized during health emergencies253. Data is important for effective targeting of the vulnerable populations. In the 
context of COVID-19 and other disasters, authorities need systems that can help them collate, analyse and translate data 
into easy-to-understand information for emergency responses, policies and actions. Such systems enable policymakers, 
planners, managers, health care providers, communities and individuals to track progress towards fighting COVID-19 and in 
identifying setbacks while developing corrective measures and actions.

8.1.	 Basic urban services

“The impacts of the crisis will 
be uneven, particularly in those 
environments in which inequalities 
already exist. It is essential to have 
disaggregated data, to include 
information on barriers and allow city 
leaders to improve accessibility.” 

Maimunah Mohd Sharif, 
Executive Director UN-Habitat

UN-Habitat has been leading in evidence-based response 
to COVID-19 globally and in urban SSA. To contribute 
to better understanding of urban local conditions and 
risks associated with COVID-19 in cities, UN-Habitat has 
developed multi-level risk assessment model that utilizes 
spatial metrics, easily accessible density inputs and 
demographic indicators to examine levels of vulnerability 
risks to COVID-19 in urban areas. In addition, UN-Habitat 
has developed a model survey to assess the available 
social and infrastructural facilities and services, and local 
implementing organizations in informal settlements where 
the most vulnerable urban populations live. Data and 
evidence will help develop appropriate actions to control 
the pandemic in informal settlements and develop optimal 
ways in which all implementing organizations can coordinate their interventions to improve the living conditions of the slum 
dwellers, especially within the context of basic urban services. The survey has been administered in 10 slums in Kenya and 
will be extended to other countries, such as South Sudan254. The evidence generated in Kenya’s slums will aid the design 
of appropriate and effective interventions and improve the resilience of the most vulnerable populations. The UN-Habitat 
is also working with development partners and community volunteers in Kenya to collect data in 15 key facilities, such as 
toilets, health centres and other facilities connected to COVID-19 transmission, prevention and treatment, and in 12 informal 
settlements and slums to enable the authorities and other stakeholders to identify key gaps in response activities255. As 
in Kenya, it is expected that evidence generated will guide and contribute to ensuring that efforts by national and local 
governments, the UN system, communities, local NGOs and donors are more efficient in fighting the disease and improving 
the resilience of the most vulnerable urban populations. Furthermore, UN-Habitat and CitiIQ have developed the COVID-19 
Readiness & Response tracker, an online tool that provides an assessment of the level of readiness and response to the 
COVID-19 pandemic for over 1,000 cities with a population of at least 500,000 people across the world256. Using a variety 
of relevant indicators, the readiness and responsiveness scores (on a scale of 0–100) constitute critical data that can be 
interpreted by local and city authorities to devise strategies to control the pandemic and mitigate its adverse socioeconomic 
impacts.

252	 UN-Habitat. (2021). Un-Habitat and JICA surveys to assess impacts and challenges of COVID-19 on Kenyan and Ugandan urban areas. 
Available at: https://unhabitat.org/un-habitat-and-jica-surveys-to-assess-impacts-and-challenges-of-covid-19-on-kenyan-and-ugandan. 
(Accessed: 7 December 2021). 

253	 UN-Habitat and WFP (2020). Impact of COVID-19 on Livelihoods, Food Security and Nutrition in East Africa. An Urban Focus. 
254	 UN-Habitat and WFP (2020). Impact of COVID-19 on Livelihoods, Food Security and Nutrition in East Africa. An Urban Focus. Available at: 

https://unhabitat.org/impact-of-covid-19-on-livelihoods-food-security-nutrition-in-east-africa-urban-focus. (Accessed: 7 December 2021).
255	 UN-Habitat (2020). COVID-19 Response Report of Activities. Available at: https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/2020/09/covid-19_re-

sponse_report_web.pdf. (Accessed: 7 December 2021). 
256	 UN-Habitat. COVID-19 Readiness & Response. Available at: https://unhabitat.citiiq.com/. (Accessed: 7 December 2021).

“The impacts of the crisis will 
be uneven, particularly in those 
environments in which inequalities 
already exist. It is essential to have 
disaggregated data, to include 
information on barriers and allow city 
leaders to improve accessibility.” 

Maimunah Mohd Sharif, 
Executive Director UN-Habitat

https://unhabitat.org/un-habitat-and-jica-surveys-to-assess-impacts-and-challenges-of-covid-19-on-kenyan-and-ugandan
https://unhabitat.org/impact-of-covid-19-on-livelihoods-food-security-nutrition-in-east-africa-urban-focus
https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/2020/09/covid-19_response_report_web.pdf
https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/2020/09/covid-19_response_report_web.pdf
https://unhabitat.citiiq.com/


LIFE AMIDST A PANDEMIC: Urban livelihoods, food security and nutrition in Sub-Saharan Africa

70December 2021

UN-Habitat’s global urban indicators database257 also provided reliable and up-to-date urban data to various stakeholders 
worldwide. These data provide critical baseline information with regards to access to urban services and infrastructure, 
especially in slums and informal settlements. Planners and policymakers can use these indicators to track progress on 
interventions during COVID-19 and beyond. Other tools include crowdsourcing. Launched in June 2020, a COVID-19 Survey 
crowdsourced data from residents of several cities on the impact of COVID-19 in cities across the world. The series of surveys 
are posted online for two weeks with questions on different topics related to COVID-19 infections, testing, prevention and 
control measures and its impact on daily lives. The crowdsourcing data application has been developed in partnership with 
ESRI, which provides geospatial information solutions software, and will be used to continuously collect data on the COVID-19 
city-specific situations while monitoring measures put in place to control the pandemic and accelerate local recovery258. 

UN-Habitat and Japan International Cooperation Agency surveys to 
assess impacts and challenges of COVID-19 on Kenyan and Ugandan 
urban areas

UN-Habitat partnered with Japan International Cooperation Agency ( JICA) to assess the impacts of COVID-19 
in Nairobi, Mombasa (Kenya) and Kampala (Uganda). The project comprises of four pillars: Vulnerability 
Mapping and Household Survey on Slum Living Condition, AMP Counter Survey in the Central Business 
District of Nairobi, Solid Waste Management Assessment in Kiambu, and Implementing Pilot Projects. 
The survey intends to collect data and information related to COVID-19 infection risk and its impacts to 
inform effective measures for reducing infections. The vulnerability mapping exercise involves clarifying 
problems and the impact of COVID-19 on vulnerable people, such as slum dwellers in Nairobi, Mombasa 
and Kampala. It also includes conducting household surveys, mapping public facilities and disseminating 
questionnaires regarding urban basic services and COVID-19 impact on lives. The Waste Management 
Assessment targeted Kiambu County in Kenya. The exercise employs the “Waste Wise Cities Tool” 
developed by UN-Habitat to collect data. The tool is designed to monitor SDGs indicator 11.6.1 (Proportion 
of municipal solid waste collected and managed in controlled facilities out of total municipal solid waste 
generated by cities). The exercise will also involve undertaking stakeholder meetings, discussions with 
waste collection companies, recycling companies, waste pickers, community-based organizations and local 
governments to understand the general challenges of waste management and the impact of COVID-19 in 
the waste chain. The data collected from these assessment exercises serve to inform the planning and 
design of specific interventions to reduce the impact of COVID-19 in the target urban communities.  

Spatial profiling and planning interventions are informing targeted and 
coordinated interventions in Kakuma and Kalobeyei, Kenya 

As part of UN-Habitat’s evidence-based response, a spatial profiling methodology, which utilizes rapidly 
developed analysis was applied in Kakuma and Kalobeyei refugee camps in Turkana County, Kenya. The 
activity supports refugees and their host communities and improves access to basic service infrastructure. 
The spatial assessment tool leverages existing information, platforms and partners to reduce transaction 
costs and improve coordination in the response. In the context of COVID-19, this rapidly developed reliable 
baseline of information informs targeted and coordinated interventions to combat the pandemic and 
guides support to vulnerable groups. The assessment tool is aligned with UN’s Global Humanitarian 
Response Plan and the Framework for the Immediate Socio-Economic Response to COVID-19. 

Source: (UN-Habitat, 2020)

257	 UN-Habitat. Urban Indicators Database. Available at: https://data.unhabitat.org/. (Accessed: 7 December 2021).  
258	 UN-Habitat (2020). COVID-19 Response Report of Activities. https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/2020/09/covid-19_response_report_

web.pdf. (Accessed: 7 December 2021).

https://data.unhabitat.org/
https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/2020/09/covid-19_response_report_web.pdf
https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/2020/09/covid-19_response_report_web.pdf
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8.2.	 Food security and nutrition monitoring system 

WFP has been monitoring household food security and nutrition situation across different countries and has a set of 
methodologies, tools and implementation mechanisms for the same. Two important changes have occurred since the start 
of the pandemic. 

1.	  Scale up of the phone-based (mVAM) surveys: With the onset of the pandemic, it was no longer possible to conduct 
in-person surveys in most countries. Thus, WFP scaled up its phone-based surveys or mVAM (Mobile Vulnerability 
Assessment and Monitoring) capacity to collect food security and nutrition data. There have been several challenges in 
making this shift. One key challenge was data quality, as the data collected from phone surveys are less reliable than the 
in-person surveys as the enumerators do not have the opportunity to interact with household members, ask probing 
questions and use judgement based on visual observations. The length of the questionnaire has also posed limitations as 
it is not advisable to have prolonged calls for the phone-based surveys. The collection of nutrition related data has been 
particularly challenging as it is not possible to have anthropometric measurements through phone surveys. Important 
lessons were learned during this period and measures were applied to ensure acceptable data quality. These measures 
included training of enumerators on phone survey techniques, applying skip patterns, checks and control measures in 
the programming to detect obvious errors, and near-real time analysis of collected data to provide feedback. The mVAM 
based surveys are now well established and are being used by several organizations including Governments, various UN 
agencies and NGOs. During the process, methodological improvements were made and thus, technical guidance was 
developed on the use of mVAM.

2.	  Urban food security and nutrition monitoring: Prior to COVID-19, WFP’s food security and nutrition monitoring system 
had been covering only the rural areas in most countries since food insecurity was considered as a rural phenomenon. 
However, the pandemic exposed the plight of the urban poor, with millions of urban poor becoming vulnerable to food 
insecurity and malnutrition. Thus, WFP significantly expanded its activities to cover urban food security and nutrition. 
For example, the Minimum Cost of the Diet analysis is being conducted in several countries, particularly in urban areas, 
to provide evidence on households’ affordability of the nutritious diet, its implications on nutrition situation and provide 
guidance on programming. Guidance on the essential needs analysis is also available. This addresses households’ 
needs with a holistic approach by considering all needs instead of food security only. The Essential Needs Assessment 
approach is also considered valuable in joint programming through multi-agency partnership to address diverse needs 
of the households, including food security and nutrition, shelter, water and sanitation, which is particularly useful in the 
urban context. 
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9.	 CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
While the rapid development of vaccines against COVID19 has been an extraordinary success, the vaccination effort in SSA 
remains constrained by limited supply and low levels of acceptance. The continuing emergence of new variants that seem 
to be more contagious than the first may point to the fact that the COVID-19 virus is likely to linger for a long period. It is 
therefore imperative that policy makers expect the possibility of re-enacting lockdowns in the future, and adopt appropriate 
measures to minimize effects, while at the same time place measures to support households in meeting their needs. The 
report therefore aims to guide policy debates and policy formulation related to supporting COVID-19 mitigation and recovery 
efforts for urban areas and paying special attention at the poorer and vulnerable households. 

The report highlights the deep impact that the COVID-19 pandemic and its restrictive control measures is having on the 
urban poor population. Firstly, the report highlights the challenges urban poor households face in terms of food security 
during the crisis. Although food insecurity has been associated with rural areas and the rural poor, COVID-19 has exposed the 
food insecurity challenges of the urban poor. Containment measures disrupted food supply chains, economic activities and 
livelihoods, resulting in an upward surge in food prices and income losses. The loss in incomes combined with prices surges 
undermined the ability of the urban poor to access food particularly nutritious, non-staple foods. More so, because food 
expenditures generally constitute a higher share of household expenditures amongst the poor, food expenses are usually the 
first to be cut down when incomes fall. Closure of informal markets, on which the poor rely for the bulk of their food supplies, 
magnified the food security and nutrition challenge. In the context of COVID-19, this is particularly worrying given the link 
between low nutrition levels and the ability to ward off the virus. 

Secondly, the highly informalized employment among the urban poor limits access to contributory social protection and 
other formal risk management tools, such as insurance. More common forms of social assistance often exclude the working 
poor. As a result of limited social protection coverage, urban poor households are to a large extent adopting negative coping 
approaches to mitigate the impacts of COVID-19 on their consumption. Such strategies comprise of sale of household assets, 
skipping meals, consuming fewer meals as well as reducing meal portions. Reliance on these strategies may induce long-term 
implications on health, urban poverty and consequently urban development. 

Thirdly, the pandemic has highlighted service gaps in WASH in urban slums and informal settlements. Households lack 
adequate access to water, share sanitation facilities and dwellers must leave their homes to access handwashing facilities. 
Sub-optimal housing and limited infrastructural conditions constrain physical distancing, and the lack of WASH services limit 
the ability to follow hygiene rules. As such, upholding positive health practices, alongside sustaining livelihoods represent 
significant challenges specific to informal settlements. Based on the highlighted challenges a three-point response is 
recommended.

Programme design and implementation

COVID-19 has highlighted the need for effective programmes to address the exacerbated vulnerabilities and mitigate against 
the longer term economic and welfare implications.  Programmes enacted to assist the urban poor in meeting the basic 
needs and strengthen their livelihoods during COVID-19 could be labelled as ‘pop-ups’ or temporary measures. The COVID-19 
pandemic has emphasized the need for multisectoral and coordinated or joint design and scale up as well as expansion of 
programmes to support livelihoods and address basic needs (housing, food security and nutrition, health and sanitation) of 
urban populations, particularly the poor households living in informal settlements. Enhancing social protection systems to 
cover urban, vulnerable populations as well as upgrading of basic services to urban populations, particularly for those living 
in the slum areas, should be prioritized. More so, assistance programmes (e.g., food assistance programmes) must be tailored 
and augmented to better reach and suit the urban poor populations, many of whom lack access to formal contributory social 
insurance systems. The need for investments in systems and programmes that identify and target those in need cannot be 
overemphasized, as it allows for quick and effective response in times of crisis. For WFP and UN-Habitat, the crisis should 
therefore be taken as an opportunity to initiate and expand urban programming. 
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Partnerships

To tackle the challenges of the poor in the context of COVID-19, the pandemic creates an opportunity to develop policies and 
programmes aimed at addressing multiple dimensions of urban deprivations. Collaborations in policy design, implementation 
and assessments across governments and agencies that work on health, WASH and social welfare sector will enhance 
programming. Existing and new partnerships can enhance alignment of efforts and mobilization of a wide range of technical 
capacities, expertise and experience. To better inform policies to alleviate poverty and achieve food security, data driven 
policies and better data are needed. 

Evidence and research

COVID-19 has highlighted the need to pull together appropriate and effective responses to mitigate its impacts.  It is therefore 
imperative that these responses are informed by evidence. Investing in evidence and data generation and management is 
critical for developing an appropriate response. More so, evidence from humanitarian crises have shown that the lack of 
adequate data and information prior to, and during, emergencies on informal settlements makes response and planning 
difficult. This demonstrates the need for closer collaboration among actors and partnerships to support the generation 
of reliable data to inform evidence-based policy formulation. Additionally, evidence and research feed to policy advocacy 
for developing systematic plan and implementation mechanism to make progress against SDGs, especially highlighting the 
unique challenges of SSA. 
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ANNEXES

Annex 1: Access to land and tenure security

Tenure insecurity in Sub Saharan African countries 

Source: (Prindex, 2020)
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Insecurity among those that own their property in SSA is also elevated: 17 percent of owners feel insecure, almost twice the 
global average of 9 percent. Insecurity also varies by gender in SSA. Nearly half of all women in SSA fear losing their home in 
the event of the death of their spouse – a far higher rate than most other regions in the world259 (see Figure below). Women 
in West Africa feel particularly vulnerable, whereas the gap is much lower in Central Africa, suggesting more gender parity in 
property rights. 

259	 Prindex (2020). Land and Property Rights in Sub-Saharan Africa: How Secure Do People in the Region feel? 
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Tenure insecurity by gender in Sub-Saharan AfricaA1.3
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The situation of land tenure insecurity is more precarious in urban areas in SSA because a large proportion of the population 
residing in slums and unplanned settlements (see Chapter 2). A study conducted by Prindex260 (2019) suggests that in SSA, 
there could be more than 60 million adults currently living in urban areas who are tenure insecure. By 2050, this could 
increase to over 210 million, assuming rates of tenure insecurity remain the same261. Figure below shows the tenure security 
and insecurity situation in urban areas in selected countries of SSA. 

Figure 3.6. Tenure security and insecurity among urban residents by country in SSA 

Li
be

ria

N
ig

er
ia

Be
ni

n

Cô
te

 d
'Iv

oi
re

G
ha

na

Se
ne

ga
l

N
ig

er
ia

Ke
ny

a

M
ad

ag
as

ca
r

Bu
rk

in
a 

Fa
so

U
ga

nd
a

Ta
nz

an
ia

Rw
an

da

Za
m

bi
a

N
am

ib
ia

M
oz

am
bi

qu
e

A1.4
49

44

61
56 59

76
68

51

61

70
63 63

83

64 62 61

43
37 35

29 27
23 21

37
29 28 28

21

12

30 32
25

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

Pr
op

or
ti

on
 o

f u
rb

an
 r

es
id

en
ts

 (%
)

Secure Insecure

Source: (Prepared based on data from Prindex, 2019). 

260	 Prindex is the world's first global measure of land and property rights; an initiative of the Overseas Development Institute (ODI) and the Global 
Land Alliance (GLA). https://www.prindex.net/.  

261	 Prindex (2019). Global perceptions of urban land tenure security Evidence from 33 countries. 

https://www.prindex.net/
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The overall assessment by Prindex (2019) reveals that urban residents in SSA experience high levels of tenure insecurity. This 
is particularly the case for those living in informal settlements. Informal settlement residents do not have legal security of 
tenure or adequate infrastructure262. 

Tenancy in informal settlements is often insecure, with threats of eviction from landlords and from state institutions. For 
instance, in Nairobi, 91 percent of the households rent their housing. This is because there’s a major concentration of land 
ownership, especially in places like Kibera, where it is just a few families that own the land and houses. In Lilongwe, Malawi only 
37 percent of people live in permanent housing, and across Malawi 4 out of 5 families live in substandard homes. In Mukuru, 
one of Nairobi’s biggest slums, virtually all the land is privately owned, with around 230 landowners (nearly none of them 
residents)263. These dynamics exacerbate the vulnerability of the poor to evictions and forced displacements. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has exposed bare how land tenure insecurity puts the poor in precarious conditions. Since the 
pandemic started several poor households have been evicted without alternative solutions, exposing them to health risks. 
Cases of evictions have been noted in countries such as South Africa264. Despite the banning of evictions in South Africa at 
the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, major cities such as Cape Town, Johannesburg and eThekwini have continued to use 
municipal law enforcement agencies and private security companies to remove people from informal housing265. Around 900 
people were evicted from three informal settlements in eThekwini during the eviction ban266. 

In Nairobi, Kenya, thousands were forced from their homes with little warning or support in the form of alternative housing 
and compensation: in Kariobangi informal settlement, some 8,000 residents were forced from the area and their homes 
destroyed despite a court order in place prohibiting authorities from undertaking the eviction. Similar patterns were in 
evidence in other East African cities throughout the crisis, with some 65,000 people evicted in Somalia in the first half of 
2020, including more than 33,000 in Mogadishu alone267. Box 3.1 demonstrates how land tenure insecurity has exposed poor 
households to evictions during the pandemic in selected East African cities268. 

Box 3.1. More than 40000 people forcibly evicted in East Africa during 
the COVID-19 Crisis

The Norwegian Refuge Council (NRC) notes that in Somalia more than 34,700 people have been evicted 
by landowners from their homes in cities such as Mogadishu, Baidoa and Hargeisa since the COVID-19 
pandemic started in March 2020. In Kenya, about 7,000 people - including many single mothers and 
children - had their homes bulldozed in May 2020 when authorities ignored a court order and demolished 
hundreds of homes in Nairobi’s Kariobangi and Ruai areas. The city authorities justified the evictions on 
the basis that the homes are built on public land, even when some of the evicted residents indicated that 
they had bought the land legally. In Ethiopia, about 1,000 people were left homeless in April 2020 after 
municipal authorities in Addis Ababa demolished dozens of homes that they said were illegally constructed 
on land with contested ownership. Local activists in Kenya said most of those evicted were poor daily wage 
earners such as manual labourers, cleaners, and market sellers - who were already suffering due to a loss 
of income because of the COVID-19 pandemic. These forced evictions exposed victims to COVID-19. 

Source: (Bhalla, 2020)

262	 Smit, W., et al., 2016. Making unhealthy places: the built environment and non-communicable diseases in Khayelitsha, Cape Town. Health & 
place, 39, 196–203. doi:10.1016/j.healthplace.2016.04.006   

263	 Habitat for Humanity International (2021). Compendium of best practices for housing in Africa. Habitat for Humanity International 
264	 Wilkinson, A et al (2020). Local response in health emergencies: key considerations for addressing the COVID-19 pandemic in informal urban 

settlements. https://doi.org/10.1177/0956247820922843
265	 Serebrin, J (2020). In South Africa's cities, evictions are happening despite a national ban. https://citymonitor.ai/fabric/south-africas-cit-

ies-evictions-are-happening-despite-national-ban-5226 
266	 Serebrin, J (2020). In South Africa's cities, evictions are happening despite a national ban. https://citymonitor.ai/fabric/south-africas-cit-

ies-evictions-are-happening-despite-national-ban-5226
267	 UN-Habitat (2021). Cities and Pandemics: Towards a More Just, Green and Healthy Future. UN-Habitat. Nairobi
268	 Bhalla, N (2020). More than 40,000 people forcefully evicted in East Africa during coronavirus crisis. https://www.reuters.com/article/

us-health-coronavirus-eastafrica-evictio-idUSKBN2426A6 

https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0956247820922843
https://citymonitor.ai/author/Jacob%20Serebrin
https://citymonitor.ai/fabric/south-africas-cities-evictions-are-happening-despite-national-ban-5226
https://citymonitor.ai/fabric/south-africas-cities-evictions-are-happening-despite-national-ban-5226
https://citymonitor.ai/author/Jacob%20Serebrin
https://citymonitor.ai/fabric/south-africas-cities-evictions-are-happening-despite-national-ban-5226
https://citymonitor.ai/fabric/south-africas-cities-evictions-are-happening-despite-national-ban-5226
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-eastafrica-evictio-idUSKBN2426A6
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-eastafrica-evictio-idUSKBN2426A6
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Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) living in makeshift shelters and using essential basic common facilities, such as toilets 
and cooking spaces are not only being more exposed to the virus but also to the risk of being stigmatized and evicted by 
host communities in the event of health outbreaks269. For example, in the urban and peri-urban areas of South Sudan, the 
Housing Land and Property Technical Working Group (HLP- TWG) has identified an increased risk of evictions of individuals 
and Households (HHs) – most likely in two ways. Firstly, country-wide restrictions to movement and trading has occurred 
across South Sudan, resulting in reduced income for many HHs. Reduced income, leading to failure to pay rent, could lead to 
evictions in a number of instances in locations such as Juba. Secondly, IDPs living in abandoned or unused buildings, may be at 
increased risk of eviction as owners try to mitigate an outbreak of COVID-19. IDPs are often not given much notice of eviction, 
are already vulnerable HHs, and may lack means or opportunity to challenge the eviction or find an alternative place to stay270. 

Forced evictions aggravate a health emergency because (i) they undermine the core aspects of social distancing and proper 
hygiene, (ii) households may end up prioritizing paying rent rather than paying medical costs, (iii) evicted families may move in 
with friends and families, exacerbating overcrowding and increasing chances of transmission271 (see Figure below). Additionally, 
evictions are especially dangerous for the elderly, children, people living with disabilities and severe medical conditions.

The relationship between evictions and COVID-19A1.5
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269	 https://gltn.net/tenure-security-and-covid-19-pandemic/ 
270	 Housing Land and Property Technical Working Group (2020). Guidance from the Housing Land and Property Technical Working Group on 

COVID-19
271	 Benfer, E.A., Vlahov, D., Long, M.Y. et al (2021). Eviction, Health Inequity, and the Spread of COVID-19: Housing Policy as a Primary Pandemic 

Mitigation Strategy. Journal of Urban Health, 98, 1–12 (2021). https://doi.org/10.1007/s11524-020-00502-1 

https://gltn.net/tenure-security-and-covid-19-pandemic/
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11524-020-00502-1
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Annex 2: Methodological note on estimating urban food insecurity 

Setting the context:

In SSA, there is generally lack of wide Urban IPC urban food security assessments and analysis. In countries where urban IPCs 
have been done, they have largely been limited to few isolated cities most affected by shocks at a time with low nation-wide 
coverage, limiting the use if IPC number across the SSA. Moreover, it is important to adopt a uniform methodology across the 
board for comparison purpose over time and space. 

Use of urban poverty and proportion of populations living in slums as a proxy 
for urban food insecurity

Slum residents, already grossly affected by chronic poverty, are highly vulnerable to high level of food insecurity even during 
normal times. In SSA, food insecurity has been found to be positively correlated by poverty (Fig.1).

Fig. 1 Poverty vs. food insecurity in SSA (1990-2014), computed from FAO & World Bank data

This is because urban areas are cash-based economies with even the extreme poor heavily relying on markets for food 
while also depending on informal sources of incomes that are highly susceptible to economic shocks. In addition, since food 
security in urban areas is tied to purchasing power, their high expenditure on food makes them highly vulnerable to increased 
food prices. Moreover, they live in overcrowded slums characterized by poor livelihood opportunities, inadequate water and 
sanitation infrastructure, very poor housing conditions, and limited education, health, and other social services. 

Therefore, for purposes of this paper, the urban population at risk of food insecurity has been estimated by multiplying 
incidence of urban poverty by population living in slums/ informal settlements as below:

Food insecure urban population in country i= total urban populationi * proportion of urban poori*proportion of urban living in 
slumsi;  where i= the specific SSA country
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Annex 3: Urban expansion in selected cities based on satellite data
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Kinshasa | D.R .C . Urban expansion since 1975
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Production date: 26 March 2021

20 km 
buffer

(sq. km)

0

50

100

150

200

250

300

19
75

19
90

20
00

20
14

to
da

y

LEGEND

Water surface

Built-up up to 1975

Built-up from 1990 to 2000
Built-up from 2000 to 2014
Built-up detected after 2014*

Land (no built-up in any epoch)

Built-up from 1975 to 1990

* Satellite images prior to 2014, used to derive the built-up layer, have a spatial resolution of 30 meters, which might not be sufficient to detect small or
sparse settlements. Consequently, such settlements built before 2014 were only detected with more precise satellite images after 2014 (10 meter resolution).



World Food Programme

Regional Bureau for Eastern Africa, RBN

Siddharth Krishnaswamy
Snr. Regional Adviser (Research, Analysis and Monitoring) 

siddharth.krishnaswamy@wfp.org

Kennedy  Nanga
VAM Officer (Food Security/ Market Analyst) 

kennedy.nanga@wfp.org

Regional Bureau RB for Southern Africa, RBJ

Andrew Odero
Senior Regional VAM Officer/

Head of the Evidence Generation Block 
(VAM, Monitoring, Knowledge Management and RVAA)

andrew.odero@wfp.org 

Netsai Dhoro
VAM Officer

netsai.dhoro@wfp.org

Regional Bureau for Western Africa, RBD

Ollo Sib 
Senior Research, Assessment & Monitoring Advisor

ollo.sib@wfp.org 

Aliou Badara Samake
Research, Assessment & Monitoring Officer

alioubadara.samake@wfp.org

wfp.org

UN Habitat

Robert Ndugwa
Head, Data and Analytics Section
Knowledge and Innovations Branch
robert.ndugwa@un.org

Ishaku Maitumbi
Senior Human Settlement Officer 
Regional Office for Africa 
ishaku.maitumbi@un.org

UN-Habitat Headquarters, Nairobi Kenya

unhabitat.org

Photo Credits

Cover Page
© WFP/Alice Rahmoun

Page vi  
© WFP/Alessandro Abbonizio

Page 41
© WFP/Alessandro Abbonizio

Page 49 
© WFP/Andy Higgins

Page 54
© WFP/Arete/Adetona Omokanye

Page 63 
© WFP/Alice Rahmoun

https://unhabitat.org/

