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Beyond Displacement:
Mitigating the Loss of Home

Quick facts

1.

People forcibly displaced by conflict or disasters are
amongst the most vulnerable in the world, with around
133 million displaced globally as of the end of 2024.

In addition, new research for this report highlights the
hidden epidemic of evictions, with at least 64 million
people displaced from informal settlements over the
past two decades.

The “urban displaced” include refugees, IDPs, evictees
and all others in displacement-like situations, such as
returnees or some homeless people, but with some
overlaps between groups. These groups have very
different rights and access to support.

The impacts of displacement are severe, debilitating
and generational. They include loss of home,
destruction of property, financial loss, destruction of
social networks and loss of livelihoods, often resulting
in ongoing trauma and deep impoverishment.

Many displaced people in cities need an income to
survive, but punitive regulations, discrimination and
hazardous informal work leave them vulnerable.

Policy points

1.

City governments are key to supporting the urban
displaced as they already provide many services to
urban residents, but are often sidelined. A coordinated
response that includes local governments is essential.

Adequate and affordable housing, in accessible
locations, is the foundation from which displaced
people can restart their lives, but more focus is needed
to facilitate self-reliant housing.

Livelihoods support for displaced people in cities
needs to recognize the agency and creativity they bring
and their collective contributions to local economies,
for which secure housing is key.

A spatial approach is essential to identifying and
supporting displaced people, to identify where pockets
of deprivation amongst both host and displaced
communities coincide.

Effective recovery in cities shattered by natural
disasters or conflict relies on a long-term transition
from humanitarian to development funding, with

a focus on supporting both displaced and host
communities together.
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Forced displacement in urban areas is both a humanitarian and
development issue: from supporting those uprooted by conflict or
disaster to mitigating the impacts of eviction, the challenges it poses
for cities are unique and wide-ranging. But while the potential impacts
may be felt in every aspect of planning and housing policy, how local
authorities choose to respond can determine whether a displacement
crisis becomes a lasting problem or can be leveraged in ways that benefit
all urban residents. While loss of home and the process of relocation can
be profoundly disruptive for both displaced and host communities, open
and inclusive policies can help minimize tensions while allowing cultural
richness and economic vibrancy to thrive.

The focus of this chapter is exclusively on displacement rather than the
broader scope of migration. The latter, while encompassing displacement,
can take on a wider range of forms and is often to some degree voluntary
in nature, even if powerful drivers such as poverty, political instability
or exclusion may also be at play. The international community defines
displacement as “The movement of persons who have been forced or
obliged to flee or to leave their homes or places of habitual residence, in
particular as a result of or in order to avoid the effects of armed conflict,
situations of generalized violence, violations of human rights or natural or
human-made disasters.”! A key factor in this definition is the involuntary
nature of displaced and/or the use of force and coercion.

Displacement occurs in many contexts: in developed and developing
nations, for political, economic, social and environmental reasons,
often affecting those with precarious tenure, limited political voice or
victimized on account of their nationality, race or ethnicity. This chapter
focuses on urban displacement — the movement of displaced people into
cities and displacement that takes place within city boundaries — while
recognising that the impacts are by no means confined to cities.

Figure 4.1: Recovering home: framing displacement response

Set within a framework of urban resilience and disaster management,
the chapter adopts a spatial lens to examine the concept of urban
displacement, its framing in international law and innovations in
displacement response. It examines three main groups of the urban
displaced — refugees, IDPs (internally displaced persons) and evictees in
cities — exploring the human rights and practical challenges of sheltering
the urban displaced. Focusing on the key role of city governments and
other key actors, the chapter explores the humanitarian-development
nexus, i.e. how an integrated humanitarian and development response
to displacement can help drive better outcomes in areas such as shelter,
livelihoods and urban space (Figure 4.1).

The chapter is structured as follows, covering the causes, impacts and
solutions to urban displacement:

*  The causes, drivers and scale of displacement in cities (Section 4.1)

*  The main groups of the urban displaced and their relationship with
hosts (Section 4.2)

*  Key elements in the displacement response: addressing trauma;
key actors in response and displacement monitoring (Section 4.3)

*  Core strategies to mitigate the loss of home: addressing shelter
needs; enabling livelihoods; applying a spatial lens to displacement;
and focusing on massive destruction in shattered cities (Sections
4.4-4.7)

* Lessons for policy and action for an inclusive displacement
response (Section 4.8).
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4.1 Global displacement: A brief snapshot

Displacement is part of the global housing crisis. Every year, millions
of people are forced to flee their homes as a result of conflict, violence,
natural disasters, human rights violations or major development
projects. Some flee across international borders to become refugees;
others remain within their countries of residence as IDPs; and others
have been evicted from their homes as a result of mega-development
projects, gentrification, rent increases or slum redevelopment.

4.1.1 Global figures on displacement

Global humanitarian estimates show an inexorable rise in the numbers
of forcibly displaced people. As of the end of 2024, UN figures show
that 123.2 million people worldwide were forcibly displaced as a
result of persecution, conflict, violence or human rights violations,
including 31 million refugees, 73.5 million IDPs and 18.7 others
in need of protection. This represents more than double the total
recorded just a decade before (Figure 4.2).2 In addition, a further 9.8
million people were internally displaced by natural disasters.3

Figure 4.2: Global forced displacement in 2024
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However, Figure 4.2 does not capture the full scale of displacement,
particularly in cities. Remarkably, according to UN-Habitat analysis
featured later in this chapter (Box 4.3), in addition to these figures
at least 64 million people were evicted from informal settlements for
urban development over the past two decades. Although the monitoring
of those evictions is not exhaustive, the data points to a much larger
and significantly under-reported reality of urban displacement that goes
far beyond the official figures.

4.1.2 Location and distribution

What the data does not show is how unevenly this displacement is
experienced regionally, nationally and within cities. Regionally,
developing countries are typically most affected. Of the total population
of forcibly displaced people (Figure 4.2), for instance, almost three-
quarters (73 per cent) were hosted in low- and middle-income countries.

Nationally, some countries carry a disproportionate burden: in Lebanon,
for example, depending on which groups are included in the estimate,
as many as one in five of the population are refugees.4

Within cities, around 70 per cent of refugees> and at least 42 per cent
of IDPs® are based in urban settings. Even here, the concentration
of displaced residents is distributed very unevenly, with low-income
settlements generally hosting disproportionate numbers. Many people
also face recurring displacement, such as the large scale evictions of
IDPs in Mogadishu, Somalia.” In this context, UN-Habitat is uniquely
positioned to contribute to displacement response in cities, working
in partnership with local governments, communities and other actors
(Box 4.1).
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Source: UNHCR, 2025a. Note: Recent displacements in Sudan and Iran are not included in these figures.
Some Palestinians are counted twice in different categories but are only enumerated once in the total of 123.2 million.
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I Box 4.1: UN-Habitat's mandate on urban displacement

in the informal economy (Para. 58 and 59).

legal principle.8

Displacement is a global crisis, but it is profoundly local in its effects, with particular cities or settlements on the frontline.
Therefore, displacement as a mandate for UN-Habitat is confirmed in the New Urban Agenda (NUA), adopted at the UN's Habitat
Il Conference on Housing and Sustainable Urban Development in 2016. Among other provisions, signatory countries committed
to fully respect the human rights of refugees and IDPs, recognizing their significant social, economic and cultural contributions

to urban life (Para. 28); support the progressive realization of the right to adequate housing through addressing arbitrary forced
evictions (Para. 31); support sub-national and local governments in giving attention to the needs of refugees and IDPs (Para. 42);
promote full and productive employment for refugees and IDPs (Para. 57); and address the challenges of workers and enterprises

Two foundational principles are important for implementing this mandate:

= Recognition and implementation of the social and ecological function of land: this is a legal and philosophical principle
asserting that right to private property is not absolute, but carries an obligation to serve the collective needs of society and to
support ecological protection. Countries including Brazil, Colombia, Indonesia and Germany have adopted the concept as a

= The progressive realization of the right to adequate housing: this is derived from various United Nations instruments, principally
the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights (Art. 25).9 Housing is a right, and the basis for stability and security for
individuals and family, with freedom of protection against forced eviction. To be adequately housed means having secure
tenure, living somewhere culturally appropriate, and having access to services and employment.

Source: United Nations, 2017.

An elderly man looks at the remains of his demolished house at Bhoomiheen Camp, Govindpuri, New Delhi, India, following the slum clearance drive in the area © Shutterstock

4.1.3 Drivers of displacement

The causes of displacement are a complex mix of natural and man-made
factors. While the main triggers of forced displacement include armed
conflict, violence, persecution and disasters, these often overlap with
structural problems such as poverty and inequality, weak governance,
climate change or environmental degradation.! A distinction is also
made between slow-onset disasters (sea-level rise or desertification,
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for example) and sudden-onset crises such as flooding, landslides or
violence. As the impacts of climate change intensify, the exposure
of the global urban population will only rise: estimates suggest that
by 2100, up to 630 million people will live on land below projected
annual flood levels, compared to around 250 million at present, many
in cities.!! Chapter 6 provides more detail on housing that can be
adapted to climate change.
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Figure 4.3: Conceptualizing displacement in cities: rights, support, advocacy and data
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City residents are also displaced for urban development, often in the
name of “progress”, “urban planning”, “safeguarding” or “climate
adaptation”, but with long-lasting impacts for those affected. Drivers of
displacement can include: development-induced-displacement for major
infrastructure; planning and zoning interventions and urban renewal;
slum clearance of informal settlements or older housing; “mega-events”
such as the Olympic Games; land grabbing and coercion for market-led
development; political or gang-led violence; or environmental exclusion
zones. 12

4.2 Displacement-affected People in Cities

Displaced people in cities broadly fall into three main groups: refugees,
IDPs and evictees (Figure 4.3), albeit with some overlap (for example,
when [DPs suffer secondary displacement). Each group is protected by
different legal frameworks (Table 4.1), although international protections
for refugees are stronger than those for IDPs and evictees. Others,
such as returnees, the homeless or those evicted from livelihoods
can be considered as displaced, but are not discussed in detail here.
Debates on displacement are often covered in different disciplines,
with humanitarians working on refugees and IDPs while development
practitioners focus on evictees: as a result, learning is not always shared.
This section combines these strands to create a sharper focus on all the
urban displaced.

]

City governments
have a central role in
supporting refugees »
and are often first

responders in a crisis

4.2.1 Refugees in cities

Cities worldwide are often the final place of arrival for refugees fleeing
conflict or disaster. Although most refugees now live in urban areas,!3
many fall through the gaps of humanitarian and development suppott. In
theory, refugees have the strongest legal support amongst groups of the
urban displaced. While their protections are wide ranging, with 149 UN
member states party to either the 1951 Convention and 1967 Protocol
or both, 44 countries are not, including some of the top refugee-hosting
nations.!4 Some countries which have not ratified the 1951 Convention,
such as Jordan, still recognize the status of refugees, while others with
large migrant populations, such as Colombia, do not describe the arrivals
as refugees. Regional legal instruments for the Americas!> and Africa!®
have broadened protections in those regions.

Refugee affairs are often managed by national agencies, with little
involvement of city governments, and there is sometimes an uneasy
balance between refugee protection needs and national concerns for
security. Given that city governments have a central role in supporting
refugees and are often first responders in a crisis,!” their limited
involvement in national-level decision-making can undermine their
ability to respond. Many of the services required by refugees, such as
health, education or women’s protection services, are in practice already
provided by city governments. In many cases, as documented throughout
this chapter, numerous cities have established innovative programmes to
make the most of the limited resources at their disposal to support the
urban displaced.

The challenge is to coordinate humanitarian and development funds to
better support new arrivals and benefit host communities. However,
many smaller municipalities lack the finance and capacity to address the
complex needs of refugees, humanitarian funding is rarely channelled
through local administrations, and little specialist training is available for
municipal officials.
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Table 4.1: Main groups of the urban displaced

Main groups of the urban displaced Legal status

Refugees are any person who “owing to The international framework protecting refugees is the UN's 1951 Convention Relating to

a well-founded fear of being persecuted the Status of Refugees (1951 Convention), initially focussing on European refugees, but

for reasons of race, religion, nationality, expanded by the 1967 Protocol to cover other regions.’ The cornerstone of the 1951
membership of a particular social group,  Convention is the principle of non-refoulement (Art. 33), which states that a refugee should
or political opinion, is outside the country  not be returned to a country where they face serious threats to life or freedom.

of his nationality, and is unable to or, In 2009 UNCHR published its Policy on Refugee Protection and Solutions in Urban Areas,
owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail based on the principle that “urban areas [are considered] to be a legitimate place for refugees
himself of the protection of that country.”8 to enjoy their rights,”20 promoting an inclusive response to urban refugees.

In 2016, the UN General Assembly unanimously adopted the New York Declaration for
Refugees are afforded strong legal Refugees and Migrants2' and its Annex |, the Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework
protections in principle in international law, (CCRF). Its implementing protocol, the 2018 Global Compact on Refugees (GCRY), besides
but a significant number of countries are  generally encouraging refugee self-reliance, makes a number of references to refugees in
not signatories to relevant instruments. urban settings and the role of local authorities in supporting them.

IDPs are defined as: “Persons or groups of  In April 1998, the UN Commission on Human Rights adopted the Principles on Internal
persons who have been forced or obliged  Displacement,23 which remain the most widely recognized standard to prevent, respond to
to flee or to leave their homes or places of  and resolve internal displacement.
habitual residence, in particular as a result
of or in order to avoid the effects of armed
conflict, situations of generalized violence,
violations of human rights or natural or
human-made disasters, and who have not
crossed an internationally State border."?2  The UN Inter-Agency Standing Committee’s 2010 Framework on Durable Solutions for
Internally Displaced Persons25 covers IDPs, but is now also widely used for refugees. The
While IDPs do not hold a specific legal framework emphasizes local integration as the most viable solution as protracted conflicts
status as refugees, those who are and third country hostility limit options for return or resettlement.26
recognized citizens should in principle
enjoy the same rights and recognition in
their place of displacement - though IDPs
may be non-citizens or stateless persons.

The 2009 African Union Convention for the Protection and Assistance of Internally
Displaced Persons in Africa (generally referred to as the “Kampala Convention”)24 is the only
legal regional treaty on IDPs, emphasizing the need to find durable solutions to displacement,
through return, third country resettlement or local integration.

In 2019 the UN Secretary General set up a High-Level Panel on Internal Displacement to
spotlight rapid increases in internal displacement, and promote transformative measures for
its prevention, and solutions.2’ Following their recommendations, the UN Secretary-General’s
Action Agenda on Internal Displacement, launched in June 2022, aims to help IDPs find a
durable solution to their displacement, prevent new displacement crises and ensure those
facing displacement receive effective assistance.28

Evictees are any person living in a town Forced eviction without adequate compensation is a human rights violation in international
or city, who has been directly or indirectly  law, contravening the right to adequate housing, land, security of person, health, livelihood,

evicted or forced to move as a result and food and water, as set out in the UN's 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights and
of urban development processes or several other UN covenants and conventions.30 UN member states party to relevant treaties
environmental change. (such as major have obligations to refrain from forced eviction, and offer victims full reparation.3

infrastructure development; planning and
zoning regulations; slum clearance, mega-
events; land speculation, political or gang-
led violence, or environmental exclusion
zones, etc.). The definition is developed
for this report from various sources.?

A distinction is made in international law between evictions carried out in accordance with
national law (although these can still be described as displacement) and forced evictions.
Eviction may be direct as a result of legal notice or force, but may also be indirect due to
coercion or harassment. In 1997, the UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights
(CESCR) recognized forced evictions as a “gross violation of human rights, in particular the
right to adequate housing."32

Forced eviction was subsequently defined in the UN's 2007 Basic Principles and Guidelines
on Development-hased Evictions and Displacement as the “coerced or involuntary
displacement of individuals, groups and communities from homes and/or lands and common
property resources that were occupied or depended upon... without the provision of, and
access to, appropriate forms of legal or other protection”.33 However, these guidelines carry
no legal weight.

Other people experiencing displacement-  No formal status, but should receive the same support and protections as other groups of the
like situations urban displaced. Not covered in detail in this chapter.

Can include returnees (people displaced

abroad who have returned), homeless

people, and people evicted from their

place of work.
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4.2.2 Internally displaced persons (IDPs) in cities

Each year, millions of IDPs are forced to flee within their own country
due to conflict, natural disasters, climate change or major development.
In addition, many people face chronic displacement risk or live in
protracted displacement. Unlike refugees, there is no international
treaty which protects [DPs. However, from the late 1980s onwards, the
increasing numbers of IDPs made international coordination imperative,
and a number of important frameworks have been developed to guide
responses.

While many of those affected by internal displacement are citizens,
meaning that in principle they enjoy the same rights and recognition as
host communities, in practice IDPs often include non-citizens or stateless
persons whose already precarious status is exacerbated by displacement.
Furthermore, certain groups may be disproportionately affected as a
result of language barriers or institutional discrimination. Roma IDPs in
Ukraine, for instance, displaced following the Russia-Ukraine conflict,
have reportedly experienced significant barriers in accessing housing,
services and livelihoods.34

4.2.3 Evictees in cities

Millions of people in cities are displaced by urban development, many
of whom are poor, marginalized, and live in informal or sub-standard
housing. Ethnic, religious and racial minorities and indigenous people are
also more likely to be evicted.3> These displacements, driven by powerful
social, economic and political forces,3¢ typically have a catastrophic
effects on the lives of those affected.3” Despite many decades of anti-
eviction advocacy, they remain significant, but have rarely been treated
as a combined process and thus remain largely hidden and poorly
monitored.38 Although some evictees are counted as IDPs, in practice
evictees in cities are dispersed, so are mostly excluded from national
estimates of IDPs.

Eviction takes place in many different ways. Legal eviction takes place
within international and national legislation, with evictees receiving
compensation in cash or a resettlement dwelling. However, compensation
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rarely covers the true cost of relocation and resettlement dwellings
often do not meet standards of housing adequacy. Unfortunately, forced
eviction is all too common. City governments have a shared responsibility
to prevent evictions, but in practice lack the mandate or resources to
support those evicted, and may even cause evictions themselves through
poorly-designed planning or urban development schemes. Without
checks in place, urban gentrification may also swiftly outprice former
residents. Many other covert actions force people to leave their homes.
For example, in Karachi, Pakistan, informal land controls are used by
political parties and others to control territory and gain powet, often
along ethnic lines, with non-group residents subjected to vigilante
intimidation such as informal road blocks and wall-chalking.3°

People who suffer forced eviction are often left homeless and destitute,
without legal redress or adequate compensation. Nevertheless, critical
advocacy by academics and community activists can sometimes promote
radical alternatives to eviction such as community land trusts, putting
residents themselves at the heart of the development process.40 For
instance, the fight by villagers in Vila Autédromo in Brazil, a fishing
village scheduled for demolition for the 2016 Rio Olympics, became an
international symbol of community resistance against forced eviction.4!

4.2.4 Host communities

Host communities, often in low-income areas, face considerable
challenges in accommodating displaced people. Displaced people can
be seen as a burden on already scarce public services, or blamed for
increasing housing costs or shortage of employment. In contrast,
sometimes local communities lead the displacement response, offering
new arrivals food and shelter, particularly where they share a common
language and culture. Refugee and host community interactions can
also be beneficial, particularly with the mainstreaming of area-based
development programming that supports displaced and host communities
simultaneously (Section 4.6.2). For instance, the World Bank’s STEP
project in the Democratic Republic of Congo supports joint development
committees of local residents and refugees to help both groups generate
income and reclaim control over their economic futures.42

Communities demonstrating against redevelopment of low-income housing in London, UK 2015 © Shutterstock
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4.3 Responding to Urban Displacement

Cities are vibrant places that, with the right policies in place, can shape
displaced people’s lives in many positive ways. However, they also pose
specific challenges for humanitarian response as the displaced population
is scattered and diverse. This section discusses three challenges in more
detail: addressing displacement trauma; exploring the role of key actors,
particularly local governments; and monitoring urban displacement.

4.3.1 Displacement-related trauma

The impacts of forced displacement are severe, debilitating and far-
reaching. They include, besides the immediate impacts of loss of home
and destruction of property, destroyed livelihoods, shattered families,
disrupted social networks and lasting psychological impacts from the
violence of eviction.43 Refugees and IDPs fleeing sudden crises may have
little time to find family members or salvage key documents, a situation
that can leave them subsequently unable to access basic services or
assistance. Displacement frequently results in deep impoverishment:44
losing a home often results in inadequate housing or homelessness,
leading to status deprivation and worsening health.45 The lack of secure
housing for displaced people also has a severe impact on mental health,
particularly for women.

Though displacement may be driven by conflict or disasters, in many
cases it is the outcome of urban policies that overlook or actively exclude
informal settlements and low-income neighbourhoods. Evictions in urban
areas may be carried out by government agencies in the name of the

A water-buffalo farmer, and his daughter. Drought forced them to move from the Sinaf
marshes in Iraq to a nearby settlement © Braschler Fisher
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“public good” but without adequate compensation, with lasting impacts
for those affected.4¢ Even when evictees are relocated elsewhere, their
new housing is frequently substandard or situated in peripheral areas far-
removed from basic services or livelihood opportunities. In Ahmedabad,
India, researchers found that the government’s flagship JNNURM and
BSUP slum-upgrading programmes destroyed around 29,000 dwellings
between 2003 and 2011, and the remote resettlement sites provided to
evictees exacerbated post-displacement poverty.47

|
The impacts of forced displacement are severe,
debilitating and far-reaching

Women and girls face specific risks from the lack of a safe home,
particularly sexual and gender-based violence, including rape,
transactional sex and being trafficked for prostitution, domestic slavery
or child begging. They may also engage in “survival sex” to access
shelter.4® Fear of eviction is also a significant cause of stress, particularly
for female-headed households and mothers of young children.4° A study
conducted in Nairobi, Kenya, found that the widening of the A-104
arterial road posed a significant threat to the health and well-being of
women in nearby informal settlements through loss of assets, disrupted
livelihoods, construction noise and dust. For the majority of women,
this was not even their first experience of displacement: 81 per cent
of those interviewed reported having suffered distress from previous
relocations.>0

For children, particularly unaccompanied children, displacement
and forced evictions have severe impacts on their development.
Children frequently develop post-traumatic symptoms, nightmares and
withdrawal, impacting in turn on long-term educational prospects.>! The
need to address displaced children’s trauma, as well as the impacts of
sexual violence or forced recruitment, is urgent.>2 This reflects a broader
gap in dealing with displacement trauma that is evident in many societies
where mental health is poorly understood and inadequately resourced.
Some programmes are now attempting to counter this reality through
more direct engagement with the issue of displacement trauma.

4.3.2 Resilience and governance: actors and processes
Urban strategies for strengthening resilience to disasters or climate
change are well-established, but have only recently started to address
displacement. However, a resilience-based approach has promise
in helping national and city governments respond to and recover
from crises while absorbing the displaced. The core principles of
environmental resilience outlined in key documents such as the 2015
Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction>3 — preparedness,
information gathering, early warning systems, the importance of an
integrated, multi-stakeholder response — all provide a highly relevant
framework to anticipate and mitigate urban displacement. This approach,
if successfully implemented, could ensure the needs of new artivals are
met while enabling them to contribute to cultural diversity and economic
development. There are some signs that resilience-based principles are
increasingly being mainstreamed into displacement strategies:>* for
instance, the private sector-led City Resilience Framework 2024 has a
component on “War, conflict and migration.”>5
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A resilience-based approach has promise in helping
national and city governments respond to and
recover from crises while absorbing the displaced

The resilience framework in The Sendai Report, published by the World
Bank in 2012 in preparation for the 2015 Sendai Framework for Disaster
Risk Reduction, offers a useful lens to strategize and “build back better” in
crisis response, focusing on five pillars: risk identification, risk reduction,
preparedness, financial protection and resilient reconstruction.6 Though
intended for environmental resilience, the principles can be adapted with
aview to enhancing greater resilience to urban displacement (Table 4.2).

Table 4.2: A resilience-based approach to managing urban
displacement

Pillar Sample policies and actions

Risk identification ~ Mapping of urban areas to identify recent
and ongoing displacement and evictions

Development restrictions in flood-prone
urban areas to prevent disaster-induced
displacement

Risk reduction

Design and implementation of emergency
housing and mobile services to provide
emergency assistance

Preparedness

Financial protection Leveraging of humanitarian and
development funding for area-based
programming that supports both host and
displaced communities

In situ upgrading of development-affected
communities to ensure continued access
to livelihoods and social connections

Resilient
reconstruction

Adapted from: World Bank, 2012b

In line with the place-based approach to urban resilience building, and
the capacity of communities to withstand shocks,57 multi-stakeholder
programmes that afford a central role to local hosts and the displaced
are important. Key actors in displacement response include humanitarian
agencies, national and city governments, NGOs, the private sector
and communities, each with specific strengths to contribute to the
process (Figure 4.4). Nevertheless, the development of these inclusive
programmes takes work, given that that displaced people are increasingly
located in fragile cities where coordinated action is difficult.5® Refugees
and IDPs are supported mainly by humanitarian agencies, but with
national jurisdiction often split between different ministries, reflecting
tensions between protection agendas and security concerns. Evictees are
usually helped (if at all) at city level, but support is patchy.

There are also often significant power imbalances to overcome between
top-down state policy and grounded community practice.5? Often,
refugees and IDPs are invisible to policy-makers because authorities
(mistakenly) assume they are temporary residents, and evictees are
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ignored in urban policy. As a result, displaced communities can end up
permanently segregated from other residents, with adverse effects both
for them and their host cities.® In addition, governments frequently fail
to engage meaningfully with NGOs and their own citizens, despite the
valuable knowledge and skills they can bring. With limited funding or
political recognition, local NGOs can still be highly effective in service
provision and advocacy for refugees and IDPs who themselves have little
or no representation and remain “under the radar”. Host communities
have also in some instances taken the lead in supporting displaced people,
as in Duhok (Iraq) and Cali (Colombia).6! Communities and NGOs can
also work together to develop radical alternatives to planned evictions.

Figure 4.4: Key actors and their roles in displacement
response
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involvement in
evictions in cities.

CIVIL SOCIETY, COMMUNITIES
Participation of displaced communities
essential in response to facilitate
integration. Refugees/IDPs have few
associations & fear security officials.
Urban residents often have political
leverage to counter eviction threats.

L

PRIVATE SECTOR

Important role in providing
employment for refugees/IDPs,
and as private landlords for the
urban displaced.

Refugee Rights Icons © YuliDor /Shutterstock

Enhanced “displacement resilience” can also support the development
of prosperous and socially cohesive cities. Enlightened city governments
are promoting initiatives to highlight the plight of the urban displaced
and foster their inclusion in city life. Despite the recent massive global
cuts in aid funding — in 2025, humanitarian aid was around 40 percent
lower than its peak of US$43 billion in 202262 — there is still scope
to leverage financial assistance, including bilateral funds, remittances or
religious aid, to support humanitarian and development initiatives for
host and displaced communities.®3 Though often sidelined from national-
level decision-making, cities still have the power to engage autonomously
in global networks, solidarity groups and other initiatives that promote
the recognition and integration of displaced communities (Box 4.2).
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Box 4.2: Local government inclusion initiatives

Despite the fact that they are often marginalized from national decision-making or policy formulation, local governments can play
a key role for the urban displaced. Across different regions, cities have taken action unilaterally or as a collective to support the
inclusion of their displaced communities. This has been achieved through a range of approaches, including:

= Linking city-level initiatives with global programmes: The 2022 Call to Local Action for Migrants and Refugees was launched at the

International Migration Review Forum, supported by United Cities and Local Governments (UCLG), the Mayors’ Migration Council
(MMC), UNHCR and I0M (International Organization for Migration or UN Migration) as well as over 100 city governments. This
initiative, spanning governance, access to housing, social inclusion, partnership building and other areas, offers a pathway for
local government to align their policies with the Global Compact for Migration and the Global Compact on Refugees.54
Monitoring integration through clear, measurable data: UNHCR's Cities of Solidarity framework has been widely used by local
authorities in Latin America to facilitate the integration of displaced people. The initiative has developed a self-assessment tool
with a total of 10 indicators, spanning areas such as economic inclusion and institutional commitment, that cities can use to
determine their own progress in welcoming refugees and IDPs.65

Promote an inclusive city-wide environment for displaced communities: European cities have been particularly active in fostering
inclusive discourse. For example, Milan (Italy) has positioned itself as a “city of welcome”, driven by a strong political consensus
underpinned by alliances between city administrations and social movements. Among other activities, Milan's Welcome Centre

and the city’s First Steps in Milan project now support newly arrived refugees.6”

4.3.3  Monitoring urban displacement

There are many challenges in monitoring the housing needs of the urban
displaced, not least the lack of consensus on what constitutes “urban”
and “displacement”. In addition, there is the difficulty of obtaining geo-
located data, although community monitoring and satellite tracking hold
some promise. Monitoring displacement involves three dimensions: the
causes of displacement and the specific breaches of human rights which
have occurred; a population approach, measuring the spatial and socio-
demographic characteristics of the urban displaced; and an individual
approach to identify specific needs. This section discusses monitoring
techniques, concluding that a coordinated approach to monitoring urban
displacement is urgently required.

Monitoring refugees and IDPs is well-established and internationally
coordinated. UNHCR collaborates with the World Bank-UNHCR Joint
Centre on Forced Displacement to track forced migration, using local
humanitarian data, mobile-phone surveys, satellite imagery, cell-phone
monitoring and other techniques. Tracking covers registered refugees,
asylum seekers, stateless persons and other people in refugee-like
situations. IDPs are monitored by IOM through the Displacement
Tracking Matrix (DTM) which gathers information on the mobility,
vulnerahility and needs of mobile populations displaced by war, conflict
or disaster in over 80 countries.®8 IDMC, hosted by the Norwegian
Refugee Council, augments the DTM with real-time data from many
sources, and publishes the widely-used annual Global Report on Internal
Displacement (GRID).69

Monitoring of evictions in cities is patchy, especially where informal
occupation of land or property is hidden, for example under flyovers or in

abandoned buildings. Governments may also avoid monitoring evictions,
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because of influential vested interests in land, political sensitivity or
anti-government activism. In many cities, land tenure in informally-built
settlements is now regularized, but construction, services and local
security often remain informal.”0 A critical problem in displacement
is the number of people with unclear rights, such as tenants renting
without a contract who received little compensation for displacement.

Community-based monitoring has been pursued by international NGOs
representing threatened communities. For instance, the Centre for
Housing Rights and Evictions (COHRE), a Geneva-based NGO which
operated from 1994 to 2014,7! conducted missions on housing rights
violations when invited by local human rights organizations. Other
examples include the Housing and Land Rights Network (HLRN)72 which
uses legal analyses to support communities facing eviction and deploys
the Eviction Impact Assessment (EvIA) tool to determine the monetary
and non-monetary costs of eviction.” This approach highlights a major
gap in assessing the real costs of displacement. Since 2006, HLRN has also
maintained a Housing and Land Rights Violation Database, verifying data
on human rights violations identified from partners, the media, research,
and legal case files.”# Globally, the number of reported incidents extends
into the millions: in the first months of the COVID-19 pandemic, for
instance, between January and October 2020, HLRN data identified over
9.9 million housing rights violations in close to 40 countries.”

Satellite imagery can track demolitions of informally-built settlements
and translate these into eviction data (Box 4.3). Satellite imagery
combined with local enumerations can provide inexpensive time-series
data on demolitions, amplify other forms of monitoring, access remote
locations and track post-demolition development. However, such data
misses evictions with no physical footprint, and there can be a time lag
between the eviction and image updates.
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Evicted settlement in Lagos, Nigeria © Alexander Macfarlane / [IED & UCL

I Box 4.3: Mapping evictions of informal settlements

While forced evictions are a daily occurrence in cities across the world, all too often these rights violations are invisible and undocumented
- a situation that leaves those affected with limited options for compensation or resettlement. There are no global figures for evictees living
in cities:”” some data exists, but it is not comprehensive and is sometimes deliberately obscured.8

However, new analysis by UN-Habitat for this report seeks to highlight the scale of the problem by combing satellite imagery analysis with
local enumerations to track demolitions in 94 cities in Africa, Asia and Latin America. Together, these represent 14 per cent of the urban
population in less developed regions: extrapolating the sample to the global urban population (weighted and averaged), an estimated 64
million people suffered displacement from informal settlement between 2003 and 2023. While the trend since 2010 is downward, more than
2 million people are still being evicted from informal settlements each year.

Total estimated global displacement of informal settlement residents, 2003-2023
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@ Annual rate of informal settlement
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4.4 Shelter and Displacement

The challenges of sheltering displaced populations in cities, given the
widespread problems of affordability, adequacy and access to housing that
urban residents already contend with, are self-evident. The exclusionary
effects of exploitative real estate markets and inequitable housing policies
are felt disproportionately (though still to varying degrees) by refugees,
IDPs and evictees, forcing many into homelessness or overcrowded,
insecure housing on the urban periphery. This section highlights the
differences between the humanitarian approach of providing shelter for
(some) refugees and IDPs, and the self-reliant approach which others
pursue. For refugees and IDPs, shelter may be temporary rather than
longer-term — a short-term fix that mirrors the urban response to
homelessness. The challenge is how to connect top-down provision with
bottom-up community-led initiatives, while bridging the humanitarian/
development divide so local authorities can benefit from the social and
economic inclusion of displaced communities.

4.4.1 The challenges of housing solutions

for the urban displaced
While urban displacement is often characterized by precarious and even
inhumane living conditions, cities also offer many potential strengths as
hosting areas. Indeed, for decades many refugees and IDPs have actively
chosen to move to urban areas rather than designated displacement

Table 4.3: Estimates of displaced population by settlement type

camps, even when the latter were mandated by national authorities.
Among governments too, however, there has been a long-term shift
away from camp-based shelter solutions, given the segregation and
dependency these models can entrench.

On the ground, particularly in cites, the sometimes overlooked reality
is that conventional camps only accommodate a minority of displaced
communities, with the private or informal sector accounting for a
significant share. Information on the types of shelter used by displaced
populations is patchy: at the national level, focusing on refugees and
IDPs, UNCHR records five types of displacement shelter (Table 4.3), but
the data’s large “undefined” cohort and lack of urban-rural distinction
limits its usefulness in urban displacement response. Nevertheless, the
figures illustrate the diversity of housing options among refugees and
IDPs.

The barriers of accessing secure housing are especially difficult to
surmount for refugees and IDPs due to their limited visibility and
official recognition. A critical problem for housing provision is that
the organization best equipped to meet the needs of the urban poor
— local government — often has little capacity or mandate to deal with
refugees, IDPs or evictees. Furthermore, as displaced populations
are often viewed as transient and without political influence, local
governments lack incentives to support them. In this regard, refugees

Settlement | Formal settlement | Collective | Individual accommodation | Informal Transit Undefined/ | Total
type (i.e camps) centre (private) settlement | centre unknown

Total 8,312,912 4,479,366 57,440,761

16,291,992 62,495 43,301,010 129,888,536

% 6 3 44

13 0 33 100

Source: UNHCR, 2024c.

Views of Hay Al Tanak slums in Al Mina, Tripoli, Lebanon © Mohaymen Abk/Shutterstock
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and IDPs — particularly women, children and vulnerable groups’® — face
greater obstacles than hosts in accessing public or private sector housing.
Consequently, they may live in poor or overcrowded accommodation
with insecure tenure, renting without a formal contract in informal
settlements or occupying vacant land and abandoned buildings. Many
risk being exposed to secondary displacement.80

While many evictees must rent in exploitative markets, some still have
agency to influence their own housing solutions in ways which refugees
and IDPs generally do not. Nevertheless, evictees often have to compete
for scarce private sector accommodation or relocate to housing in
remote areas.8! Their rights and post-displacement prospects may be
significantly informed by the broader political context and their own
status. In some cases, the impact of displacement can be mitigated by
consultation with evictees themselves: for instance, a study of market-
induced displacement from informal settlements in Jakarta (Indonesia)
found that affected households could sometimes negotiate when, how
and for what price they are displaced.8? However, tenants are usually left
out of such discussions and receive no compensation when displacement
occurs, as found in urban villages in China.83

Eviction should be a last resort, and where eviction cannot be avoided,
compensation should cover the full costs of loss of home, livelihood and
resettlement. Two principles are important. First is the need to minimize
displacement from urban development. Participatory planning to enable
settlement upgrading in situ is one way to achieve this (see Chapter
5), as well as ensuring that urban regeneration protects communities
from pressure to move. For example, the South African National Housing
Code requires that upgrading of informal settlements should involve
relocation only in exceptional circumstances.® Second is the need to
ensure due process for all households where there is no alternative to
resettlement. Campaigners can be important in bringing housing rights
to the fore. For example, the 2025 UN-Habitat Scroll of Honour was
awarded to the Public Works Studio, a women-led NGO advancing
spatial justice through critical research, participatory design and policy
advocacy, enabling residents to safely report housing violations and gain
legal support to fight eviction threats.8>
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4.4.2 Bridging humanitarian and development needs

One of the challenges for cities in the midst of a displacement crisis is
to ensure the most immediate and pressing needs of refugees, IDPs and
evictees are met while also creating a long-term vision that anticipates
rather than reacts to these pressures. As outlined in Table 4.4, there are
a number of different timescales that cities must bear in mind to manage
displacement sustainably. While crisis relief focuses on urgent needs in
recent or developing situations of displacement, stabilization involves
engaging in more sustained research and analysis to inform a forward-
looking plan for housing the displaced. Finally, development involves
addressing the underlying structural issues in housing policy to create
long-term solutions for displaced communities while also aligning with
the city’s needs and priorities. The specific drivers of urban displacement
will also determine the extent to which the city can plan its response in
advance, given the different timescales potentially at play.

As UNHCR emphasizes, shelter decisions once made are difficult to
reverse and plans should allow for transforming emergency provision
into longer-term sustainable settlements.8¢ Three factors are critical to
achieving this:

* A comprehensive evidence base on housing conditions: this entails
city-wide data on where and under what conditions the urban
population (including displaced communities) live, ranging from
tenure status to service access.

Table 4.4: Key actions for housing the urban displaced in different phases of crisis response

Crisis relief = Assess housing needs, legal frameworks and shelter options

= Prevent and address forced evictions

= Link shelter provision with other needs, such as access to public space, basic services and livelihoods

Stabilization = Urban profiling and area-based analyses to identify priorities and vulnerabilities (including future disaster risks)

= Increase access to affordable housing

= Explore public and private sector housing options

Development = Assess future displacement risk and enhance preparedness

= Address causes of displacement: for example through climate-resilient spatial planning
= Improve housing policy: for example by increasing affordable housing or rent policy reform
= |dentify opportunities to leverage positive long-term housing solutions for both displaced and host communities

Source: UN-Habitat / GLTN, 2024.
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* A detailed spatial strategy to accommodate current and future
populations: this serves as a lens to consider displaced people’s
long-term shelter needs alongside the city’s existing development
priorities.

* A framework for multi-stakeholder partnerships: this will enable
participation from a range of groups including international and
national agencies, governments, NGOs and civil society, as well as
host and displaced communities, to support housing provision.

In the next sections, three broad categories of shelter for displaced
people are discussed in more detail: supported housing, self-reliance and
community-led response.

4.4.3 Supported housing

Supported housing is provided through humanitarian, government, NGO
or community assistance. It broadly falls into three main categories,
detailed below.

Emergency and shortterm shelter: Humanitarians have extensive
experience of emergency shelter provision. Collective accommodation
can be provided in under-used factories or school halls, but is unlikely
to provide a satisfactory long-term housing solution. Where land is
available, individual units can be built on vacant land using tents, locally
constructed units or factory-built dwellings,8” but this low-rise model
is difficult in dense cities where land values are high. Where housing
solutions are supported, it is critically important that allocation processes
for both individuals and communities are fair and transparent.

Longer-term accommodation: Longer-term solutions help displaced
people access to land, home-ownership or rental (with the latter generally
being the most feasible), in some cases as part of a broader package of
support. In Medellin, Colombia, for instance, new arrivals were provided
with three months of paid rental accommodation, paired with legal,
psychosocial and employment support.88 While renting existing housing
can give displaced people choice, it can exacerbate housing-cost inflation
for other residents, creating potential divisions. However, these can
be mitigated through innovative programmes that attempt to leverage
under-utilized or vacant stock. In Greece, for instance, UNHCR worked
with the Greek government, NGOs, and municipalities in Athens and
Thessaloniki to set up the Urban Accommodation Scheme, supported
by the EU’s Emergency Support to Integration and Accommodation
Programme (ESTIA). Under this arrangement, NGO partners entered
into direct contracts with apartment owners, enabling them to secure
tens of thousands of housing units for new arrivals.8

Organized community provision: In a crisis, host communities often
provide the first point of shelter for displaced people. Displaced people
may be allocated a room, or space for a shelter within the property.
Hosting has been indispensable in many disasters: for example, after the
2004 Indian Ocean tsunami or the 2010 Haiti earthquake.?® In many
cases, especially in contexts of ongoing conflict, these arrangements may
end up being protracted. Between 2013 and 2015, for instance, Duhok
governorate received about 542,000 refugees and IDPs from Syria and
northern Iraq, with Duhok city’s population doubling in just two years.
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By 2024 the governorate still hosted around 92,000 refugees and
281,000 IDPs. Community support for the new arrivals was extraordinary,
coordinated by the mukhtars (religious leaders), with many residents
providing shelter, clothing, blankets or food.’!

In addition, cash for shelter is a key mechanism to bridge the gap between
supported housing and self-reliance.2 This can encompass financial
assistance for rent, repairs or new construction, affording recipients with
a measure of choice in where and how they live.

4.4.4 Self-reliance

While the move away from camp-based solution has been driven by a
positive desire to provide displaced communities with more durable
and empowered solutions, it is also the case that “self-reliance” has
increasingly been promoted as a “remedy for dependency and protracted
displacement”.% This acknowledges that displaced people end up finding
some form of shelter, although often in inadequate housing and subject
to exploitation. Self-reliance was defined by UNHCR as, “the social and
economic ability of an individual, a household or a community to meet
essential needs.”9* However, relying on displaced people assuming
responsibility for themselves has been critiqued for effectively leaving
displaced people in poverty without aid.%>

Rented accommodation: this is often the main way that displaced people
find shelter for themselves in cities. For instance, a major study conducted
across seven urban locations in Afghanistan, Ethiopia, Kenya and Jordan
found that nearly 91 per cent of refugees and IDPs interviewed were
renting property (Box 4.4). Comparing camps with cities, the study found
that the proportion of refugees working was much higher in cities than in
camps.?® However, private sector rental can be overcrowded or insecure.
For example, the Lebanese government’s “no-camp” policy means that
most Syrian refugees are renting, often with precarious contracts, in
poor conditions and at constant risk of eviction.%”

Sharing with family and friends: Personal contacts can sometimes be
the first resort for the urban displaced, with kinship ties in some cases
offering the main entry point for arrivals with no previous experience
of living in the city. Although these arrangements can become strained
over time, they often enable displaced people to find more permanent
accommodation.

Homelessness: Displaced people in dire need often become homeless,
even in relatively well-resourced contexts. A study in Canada found that
a key problem for refugees was that local housing organizations often
lacked the specialist knowledge of refugee protection necessary to
help them navigate bureaucracy, with the result that some ended up
becoming homeless.190 In Dhaka, Bangladesh, in the absence of viable

Rented accommodation:

is often the main way that
displaced people find shelter
for themselves in cities
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I Box 4.4: Renting is the norm

Evidence from Afghanistan, Ethiopia, Jordan & Kenya found that out of 2,148 displaced respondents in urban areas, over 90 per cent
of households rented accommodation.8 Despite work-permit restrictions in Ethiopia, Kenya and Jordan, 64 per cent of households
were earning, and the rest mostly relied on overseas remittances or aid. Furthermore, 90 per cent of respondents lived in permanent
housing, except in Mathare, an informal settlement in Nairobi; only 23 people had no shelter at all. Comparing camps with cities, the
study found that the proportion of refugees working was much higher in cities than in camps.%

Community HOUSING TENURE TYPE OF HOUSING Grand
surveyed Total
y Rented Friends or Emergency | Apartment | Makeshift
famlly shelter or house shelter

Afghanistan  Jalalabad Afghan IDPs &
returnees
Ethiopia Gofe Mebete Hail, Eritrean Tigrinya 357 6 2 365 365
Addis Ababa refugees
Ethiopia Semera Logia Eritrean-Afari 327 11 34 351 2 19 372
refugees
Jordan Sweileh, Amman Syrian refugees 362 3 2 1 363 5 368
Kenya Eastleigh, Nairobi Somali refugees 379 4 14 1 1 391 7 1 399
Kenya Southern Eastleigh,  Somali refugees 83 48 35 83
Nairobi
Kenya Mathare, Nairobi Mainly Congolese 189 1 74 116 190
GRAND TOTAL 1947 128 68 3 2 1925 200 23 2148

Adapted by Jacqueline Wanyoni from: UK Data services, 2025.

housing solutions, some climate migrants — unable to access even
slum housing — have become “pavement dwellers”, living under
tarpaulins on footpaths or below bridges: living in these conditions,
they are at high risk of theft, rape, assault or illness.10!

4.4.5 Community-led provision

Occasionally, evictees can create their own housing solutions,
and global advocacy movements have achieved some remarkable
successes in fighting evictions and promoting community-led housing.
Successful campaigns rely on organized coalitions of the urban poor
with solidarity and savings groups, usually supported by volunteer
professionals or NGOs. For example, Nairobi's Muthurwa Estate,
originally built for railway workers, was scheduled for redevelopment.
In 2011, with legal aid from NGO, Kituo Cha Sheria, the residents
won a landmark court injunction on evictions, and a judgement that
resettlement must take account of human rights and logistics.102

The most successful projects now work in partnership with municipal
authorities to find land and build shelter. For example, the Asian
Coalition of Housing Rights (ACHR), established in Thailand in 1989,
prioritized partnerships and now has active partners in 19 countries
and projects in 230 cities.!%3 In the Philippines, innovative housing
legislation and the emergence of the Philippines Alliance in the
1990s led to a country-wide social movement based on partnerships
between local authorities and communities (Box 4.5).

Participatory campaigns against evictions in Lagos, Nigeria
© Alexander Macfarlane / IIED & UCL
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Global advocacy
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Unfortunately, the experience of community-led housing is rarely
available to refugees and IDPs, partly because of a discipline divide
between humanitarian work and local activism, but also because some
governments resist the formation of refugee associations due to security
concerns.

4.5 Livelihoods in Displacement

A secure home is a key asset for surviving in cities. Many of the urban
displaced are poor and have lost livelihoods, but they need an income
to survive. Secure housing can improve people’s health and well-being,
and thus help in finding and keeping work. A range of impoverishment
risks follow in the wake of resettlement, including joblessness and
marginalization.!% Loss of home can also mean loss of a workplace,
equipment or produce, all of which are central to livelihoods.

I Box 4.5: Self-help housing in the Philippines
The Philippine Alliance grew out of activism in the early 1990s

City, Metro Manila. Following the 1986 revolution, lobbying by
urban poor groups, NGOs and religious leaders led to the pivotal

local governments to make decent and affordable housing

development, and to ensure that evictions were according to the
law and not being carried out for market-oriented development.

the government. For example, supported by the NGO Reall, the
LTHAI project delivered 32 homes through in-situ upgrading. The

donated by Mandaue City Council under the 1992 UDHA. In both
schemes, the community was directly involved in the design,
project management and construction of their homes, in the
process strengthening social cohesion and enabling displaced
communities to determine their own housing needs.

supporting waste-pickers at the Payatas garbage dump in Quezon

1992 Urban Development and Housing Act (UDHA). This required

available for “underprivileged and homeless citizens” affected by

In Mandaue, Cebu, the Alliance has constructed affordable homes
within existing informal settlements and on new land donated by

MMVHAI project built homes for 80 people on reclaimed wetland

Source: Reyos, 2010; Smith et al., 2024; Reall, 2025.
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Even the threat of eviction is enough to impact on livelihood security:
people may reduce their work to fight eviction, in the process
losing income which then precipitates the eviction.!95 Yet, despite
discrimination and restrictions, displaced people in cities construct
livelihoods in many creative ways. Refugees and IDPs can bring new skills
to the labour market or build strong links to markets in their original
home, drawing on kinship networks for supplies, and the demands of
their communities for specific goods or foodstuffs. This often creates
new economic specialisms, such as the furniture-making and tourism
services introduced by Syrian refugees in Kurdistan (Iraq), and specialist
clothing stores opened by Somali refugees in Addis Ababa (Ethiopia).106

4.5.1 Livelihood challenges

Displacement can affect people’s livelihoods in many ways. Refugees
are hampered by legal restrictions on their “right to work”, lack of
documentation, linguistic barriers and discrimination. IDPs as citizens
usually have the “right to work”, but often cannot resume their
previous profession: this is particularly the case for those displaced from
rural areas, who may previously have worked in agriculture or other
occupations that are not available to them in cities.

Evictees, meanwhile, may live far from their previous workplace and
business networks. Losing an income can precipitate problems of
hunger and health, insecurity, mental distress and loss of self-worth,107
disproportionately affecting the most vulnerable and creating a spiral of
deepening poverty.108

Self-help housing in the Philippines © Alison Brown
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Many displaced people are involved in informal work, where they are vulnerable to harassment or eviction, Kathmandu, Nepal © Alison Brown
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The informal sector is vital to the survival
of displaced communities

A minority of evictees affected by major development may be
protected by the standards adopted by multilateral development banks
to minimize project-related loss of income or livelihood, so-called
“economic displacement.”1%% Sadly, in many urban projects, from
informal settlement upgrading to private sector housing construction,
livelihoods are rarely, if ever, considered.

The informal economy and displacement

The ILO estimates that the informal economy now encompasses over
61 per cent of the global labour force, amounting to an estimated 2
billion people (see Chapter 5 for more detail).!10 Informal work spans
a plethora of activities from petty trade, waste picking and home-
based income generation to education, health, construction, transport
and security: people often “construct” livelihoods from a portfolio of
activities!!! to diversify their income sources. In the aftermath of crises,
the informal economy often steps in to replace services distupted by
disaster or conflict. The informal sector is therefore vital to the survival
of displaced communities and the wider economies of the cities they
reside in. Nevertheless, as is the case for many of the urban poor in

general, the insecurity of informal work and the lack of meaningful
labour protections leaves them highly vulnerable to exploitation or
sudden shocks.!12 Although international agencies seek to “formalize
the informal economy”,!13 it will remain deeply embedded in urban
economies for many years. Rather than approaching formalization as a
one-time process of business regulation, the aim should be to address
regulations and practices that exacerbate workers’ vulnerabilities.
Unions and worker associations are critical advocates for positive
change, but may not be accessible to displaced people who lack political
bargaining power.

The scale of informal activity in cities is generally recognized, but
the collective economic contribution of displaced people is rarely
analyzed.!!4 There is now emerging work on the cumulative economic
impacts of displaced people’s employment and enterprise in creating new
enterprises and specialisms, providing jobs for others and contributing to
local economic development. The concept of displacement economies
defined as “the collective economy created over time by refugees and
IDPs through their livelihood activities, enterprise, need for services
and consumption, and through their mutual support and diaspora
inputs”, 115 is now gaining more visibility. Understanding and enabling
these nascent economic activities can benefit both displaced people and
their host cities.

103



I WORLD CITIES REPORT 2026

Denial of the right to work

The right to work is critical for all the urban displaced, providing the
foundation for economic well-being, stability and long-term integration.
However, in practice many face considerable obstacles in securing the
legal right to work, forcing them into informal activities to ensure their
survival. These challenges are especially evident for foreign nationals.
Although the 1951 Refugee Convention recognizes rights to work for
refugees and asylum-seekers under the same conditions as foreign
nationals, many signatory countries in practice do now allow refugees
to do so. Even where refugees have de jure rights to work, in practice
de facto rights may be very different.!16 Other hurdles include limited
access to finance, lack of recognition for qualifications obtained abroad,
prohibitions on owning property, xenophobic attitudes and discriminatory
practices against displaced people.

Women are amongst the most vulnerable among the displaced, often
forced into hazardous or exploitative occupations in order to feed their
families. Displacement can also offer opportunities for women to enter
the workforce for the first time, giving them economic independence.
Home-based work — whether undertaken alone and with family
members as own-account work or as piece-work for larger companies
— is important for many displaced women, enabling them to combine
income-generation with family care in sectors ranging from textiles,
garments and food preparation to personal services and digital platform
work.117 Prostitution and transactional sex are also a recourse for some
women facing destitution.

The barriers displaced communities face, from legal restrictions to
discrimination, represents considerable wasted potential both for them
and their host cities. Many refugees are self-employed, but have no
rights to obtain a business license. Researchers have found that refugees
often circumvent this restriction by setting up partnerships with a local
entrepreneur, but the partnerships can be exploitative and discourage
longer-term investment.!!® To realize the untapped economic benefits
that displaced communities can bring requires open, emancipatory
policies that not only provide displaced people with full access to the
labour market, but also ensure key enabling rights including freedom of
movement, housing rights, access to documentation and certification of
professional qualifications.!1?

4.5.2 Livelihoods recovery

For all the urban displaced, accessing a livelihood is key to their well-
being, sense of dignity and ability to find and maintain secure housing. A
wide variety of NGOs, humanitarian organizations and local governments
have provided livelihood support for refugees, IDPs and in some cases
evictees. These livelihood programmes often focus on training and
skills development or small business start-ups in areas such as tailoring,
computing or vehicle repair, with host communities sometimes involved
in the programmes. A different approach to supporting displaced
communities is through direct cash transfers, which can help recipients
first access food, clothing or shelter, and then support a small-enterprise
start-up. Agencies and donors have also explored market-based
approaches, to create employment in growth-oriented industries or value
chains that also minimize protection risks. Digital freelance or platform
work is also an emerging sector for displaced people, though refugees
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vulnerable among the displaced,
often forced to into hazardous
or exploitative occupations in
order to feed their families

P

can find it difficult to access digital work if they lack identification
documents or a bank account and an accessible computer with good
connectivity.

Training and other forms of livelihood assistance are often designed with
the aim of helping people “graduate” to self-reliance, reducing the long-
term cost of aid. As with housing provision, the discourse of economic
self-reliance is not without controversy: while some researchers and
practitioners see self-reliance as a laudable goal, others argue that
the approach is flawed, based on neoliberal principles and driven by
donors’ funding restrictions. It is vital that local governments, aid
agencies and other actors view self-reliance within the wider legal and
economic context of the urban displaced: training programmes and other
interventions, while welcome, can only deliver tangible improvements
if the structural barriers to work, such as restrictive urban regulations,
discrimination, police corruption or xenophobia, are also addressed.!24

Box 4.6: UN-Habitat's five-point social protection
and livelihood strategy for IDPs

In exploring displacement as both a crisis and an
opportunity, UN-Habitat has promoted a five-point
approach to promoting social protection and livelihoods
for IDPs in cities, which can equally apply to refugees
and evictees:125

= Advocate for access to formal and informal
labour markets, for example through humanitarian
diplomacy.

= Provide emergency assistance through multi-purpose
cash assistance to give the displaced choice and
stimulate the local economy.

= Seize economic development opportunities of
displacement, noting expanding markets, new skills
and displaced people’s transnational linkages.

= Unlock economic growth with spatially-informed local
economic development strategies, requiring a data-
driven approach and partnership across government
agencies.

= Mainstream emergency assistance, linking support
to existing social protection schemes.

Source: UN-Habitat, 2025d, pp.40-41.




Two refugee shop sellers talk each other near a vegetable stall set up in the main street
of the Syrian refugee camp of Zaatari, Jordan © Shutterstock

4.5.3 Towards inclusive urban livelihoods

For the urban displaced, two fundamental principles emerge for
supporting livelihoods: first, economic displacement should be
avoided wherever possible to conform with international human rights
standards;!26 and second, displaced people, or those threatened with
displacement, should be at the core of negotiations on their future. It
is easy to destroy jobs, but difficult to create them, and simple one-size-
fits-all solutions are bound to fail.127

Local government can play a positive role in delivering better livelihood
outcomes for displaced and host communities. However, the local
government’s remit may be constrained by lack of knowledge of human
rights protections, limited understanding of displacement economies
and siloed responsibilities where, for example, one department deals
with street clearances and another with job creation. Adopting a city-
wide approach to livelihoods can act as a bridge between individuals
and macro-level urban development agendas. Worker associations and
unions are also important for informal and other marginalized workers
to identify collective needs, negotiate for safe working conditions and
Create opportunities to strengthen both their livelihoods and economic
contribution.

The potential of humanitarian assistance to improve livelihood access
for displaced communities is considerable, but remains underutilized.
One problem is that the timescale of humanitarian funding, which often
operates on annual budgets, is too short-term to achieve longer-term
development objectives.!28 To address this, the four-year Re:BUILD
(Refugees in East Africa: Boosting Urban Innovations for Livelihoods
Development) programme in Kampala (Uganda) and Nairobi (Kenya) took
a longer-term view, supporting individuals and urban economic growth.
Between 2021 and 2025, the programme reached more than 21,000
beneficiaries, more than half of whom were refugees. Interventions
included skill certification, vocational training and apprenticeships,
micro-enterprises grants, savings and loan associations, and financial
literacy.129 However, while external assistance can play an important role
in promoting livelihood access, it is vital not to ignore displaced people’s
own initiative and enterprise. For example, in the thronging commercial
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I Box 4.7: Refugee enterprise in Eastleigh, Nairobi

Eastleigh, known as “Little Mogadishu,” is now a hub for
refugee and local enterprise. A high proportion of refugees
work, particularly women. Eastleigh now contributes
perhaps 25 per cent of Nairobi's GDP. Some Somalis, both
Kenyans and refugees, are highly successful, controlling
emporia importing goods from Malaysia, Thailand or
China. Investment is injected through informal hawala
(trust-based credit), and diaspora Somalis in the US or
Canada invest in new buildings with space pre-let to small
operators. Eastleigh also has great poverty, particularly
among refugee women who are divorced, separated or
widowed; police harassment is acute, and police bribery
reputedly treats small-scale traders “like ATMs”, although
recent crack-downs by Nairobi City Council have eased
pressure. Many refugee enterprises operate in partnership
with a Kenyan “owner” to bypass legal restrictions, but the
existence of refugee-run wholesale businesses suggests
a well-established, internationally networked economy.
Eastleigh will likely benefit from the government's recent
decision to relax some of the previous restrictions in
place for refugees, with Kenya now implementing the
2021 Refugee Act by strengthening rights to work and
access to business permits. In 2025, Nairobi City Council
also passed the Nairobi County Refugee Integration and
Community Building Strategy, which aims to institutionalize
refugee affairs into all aspects of government activity.

Source: Brown et al., 2024a; Nairobi County City Council, 2025.

district of Eastleigh, Nairobi, Somali refugees and Somali Kenyans have
built an international business empire (Box 4.7).

4.6 Urban Space and Displacement

For refugees and IDPs, cities are usually places of arrival, but where they
are often “invisible” to policy-makers.!30 The urban poor and displaced
people often share the same neighbourhoods, exposing them to the same
environmental risks and sub-standard housing.!3! Having safe access
to urban space is a critical part of belonging, as are specific spaces for
socializing, cultural expression, religious worship or specialist markets.
Evictees may have very different experiences of displacement depending
on the infringement of human rights experienced and where, if any,
resettlement was offered.

Applying a spatial lens to displacement means applying spatial analysis at
three scales: the city-wide distribution of different displaced communities;
neighbourhoods with concentrations of vulnerability; and significant
spaces for the urban displaced which foster cultural expression or
community integration. Analysis should also consider where resettlement
is taking place. This section explores these three spatial lenses.
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4.6.1 City-wide analysis: urban profiling

Urban planning disciplines have long used strategic spatial planning to
identify land-use needs, address housing shortages and promote urban
equity and inclusion. 32 Formal urban planning is largely government-led
and its effectiveness depends on the capacity of local administrations
and acceptance by the majority of urban builders. However, in countries
where governance and oversight are weak, much urban development is
unregulated.

City-wide planning is an important means to address the economic,
social, political and spatial factors that contribute to displacement, but
displacement is not usually considered a strategic urban planning issue,
even though major infrastructure works often involve displacement.
Several aspects are key: first, displacement as a whole should be treated
as a city-wide issue; second, the spatial distribution of displaced people
is important to identify pockets of need; third, it is important to identify
and halt current evictions and to track resettlement locations; and finally,
spatial analysis can help smaller cities prioritize resources for an influx of
new urban residents.133

Urban profiling is a collaborative process that analyzes data on cities,
neighbourhoods and homes, their governance systems and the specific
vulnerahilities of residents. In conflict-affected countries, it can be used
to assess the needs of displaced communities and target resources
in localities where services are most needed. It can also identify
opportunities for multi-sector interventions, benefiting refugees, IDPs
and hosts.!34 For instance, UN-Habitat’s Urban Recovery Framework
examines how conflict has affected specific areas of the city, the
potential implications for longer-term development and the strategic
priorities requiring medium-term attention.!3> One component within
this is the Urban Profiling Toolbox, offering a structured guide to the
development of an urban profile, including establishing baseline data to

I Box 4.8: Urban profiling in Sana'a, Yemen

identifying deprived neighbourhoods affected by migration. Spanning
a range of areas including governance, financing and environment, the
toolbox offers a roadmap for the development of a long-term housing
recovery strategy. 136

UN-Habitat has developed extensive expertise on urban profiling for
conflict recovery in the Middle East and Arab states in particular. It has
now conducted more than 40 city profiles, 40 neighbourhood profiles
and five data platforms.!37 An example of an urban profile conducted in
Sana’a, Yemen, is summarized in Box 4.8.

Damages in Sana’a City due to conflict
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In Yemen, rapid city and neighbourhood profiling was undertaken to support recovery in seven cities: Sana'a, Aden, Sada'a, Taiz,
Ma'arib, Al Huta and Zinzibar. Data was compiled from secondary sources, using satellite imagery and mobile phone photos to
assess damage to buildings using the European Commission’s Joint Research Centre methodology. These profiles have helped
government, agencies and other actors develop a picture of the evolving situation on the ground. While their ability to map out long-
term urban plans for displaced and host communities is severely constrained by the uncertain security context, these assessments
nevertheless provide a much needed evidence base on current vulnerabilities and emerging stress points.

In Sana'a, one of the oldest continuously inhabited settlements in the world, the impacts of years of conflict has been wide-
ranging. While fighting has damaged many of the city’s historic buildings, the 2020 city profile highlighted how the costs of
well-located housing had almost tripled. In a context where almost 60 per cent of the city’s 3.5 million people were aged 18 or

less, including many children in need, the city’s health and education facilities had also been devastated. These pressures were
greatly exacerbated by the arrival of large numbers of IDPs, who by 2019 were estimated to comprise about a third of the urban
population. As a result, over the space of a few years informal settlements proliferated on Sana'a’s periphery. Many IDPs have since
fled, however, illustrating the difficulties of providing services for a fluctuating population.

Source: UN-Habitat, 2020b.
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4.6.2 Neighbourhood level: area-based recovery

There is now increasing recognition of the value of “area-based”
approaches to urban crisis recovery. Area-based programming takes a
multi-stakeholder, multi-sectoral approach in a defined geographic area:
though relatively new to humanitarian response, it has a long track
record in urban and neighbourhood planning.!38 The success of area-
based interventions depends on the context, programme design and
delivery.139 Generally, they work best when the population is stable
and local authorities are credible partners. It requires an ability to work
at multiple spatial scales within the city and engage local residents
through participatory mechanisms, with local governments playing a
key coordinating role throughout the process. As wide a range of actors
as possible should be involved, with each positioned to make distinct
contributions. To take one example, the organization Humanitarian
OpenStreetMap Team (HOT) supports humanitarian agencies, local
governments and communities coping with conflict- and disaster-induced
displacement across the world: among other projects, responding to the
2024 Mexico hurricanes, enhancing climate preparedness in Timor-
Leste and building women-centred disaster resilience in Small Island
Developing States. 140

A first step is often to create a “platform” for response agencies to work
together across different sectors (such as shelter, health, livelihoods
or protection) to create a shared understanding of how best to help
populations in need.!4! Local governments should be fully integrated
in such platforms, given their role in service delivery. Crucially, area-
based approaches should cover the whole population of the target area,
including displaced and host communities, with both groups benefitting
from the outcomes. As much as possible, these programmes should also
support and strengthen the existing systems managed by local authorities
rather than replicate their own in parallel to them. It is also important to
adopt an iterative and flexible approach, given the need to adapt rapidly
to changing conditions. 142

4.6.3 Significant places: spaces for inclusion

Urban space isa critical dimension of displacement, requiring connections
across humanitarian, housing and urban planning disciplines. Well-
managed public spaces can foster community, social integration and a
sense of belonging, enhancing the quality of neighbourhoods and setting
of homes. Urban planners have significant experience of neighbourhood
place-making through spatial interventions, an approach that
humanitarian organizations are now replicating to support vulnerable
populations in a particular location, but the approaches are not well
combined. Yet successful, inclusive public spaces can play a critical role
in countering divisions and adapting to meet new challenges as they
emerge. In Beirut, Lebanon, for instance, Souq el Tayeb was established
in 2004 as an organic market celebrating Lebanese food, with the aim
of changing the war-torn, sectarian image of the city. Using minimal
resources, the market helped foster interaction between displaced and
local communities at a time when many still avoided public spaces due to
the continued presence of militias. Souq el Tayeb subsequently became
an NGO in 2016 and with EU funding promoted the integration of Syrian
refugees.!43
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Public spaces play a vital role in enabling urban residents to meet
others or connect to social services, to combat isolation and exclusion.
For migrants, public space can assume special importance for well-
being. Displaced people imaginatively use public spaces for livelihoods,
shelter, leisure, homemaking, cultural expression, conviviality and
community mobilization, in the process anchoring themselves in their
cities. Public space, while also potentially exclusionary or intimidating,
can be transformative for recent arrivals struggling to settle into
their new lives. A multi-city research project on young refugees in
Amsterdam (the Netherlands), Brussels (Belgium), Leipzig (Germany)
and Newcastle-Gateshead (the United Kingdom), drawing on first-hand
testimonies, highlighted the role that outside activities, such as football
and community or arts centres, played in promoting camaraderie and
boosting their confidence.145

Flexible municipal support can also help identify appropriate space and
attract development and recovery funds (Box 4.9). However, there is
a need to counter the privatization and regulation of public space that
often results in the exclusion of marginalized communities in cities. The
ability of displaced communities to settle and integrate successfully in
urban areas is determined in no small part by their public spaces and the
extent to which these spaces welcome or sideline displaced residents.

Box 4.9: Supporting refugee inclusion through
green space rehabilitation in Amman, Jordan

In Jordan'’s capital, Amman, a variety of small spaces
have been transformed through environmental and
community initiatives that have deployed tactical
urbanism as a creative approach to protracted
displacement of Syrian refugees in the city. Greater
Amman Municipality has played a key role in the initiative,
revitalizing under-used public space for community-led
projects that empower residents and refugees while
promoting micro-enterprise growth and sustainability.

Many of these projects have focused on improving
access to green space and transport in densely-
populated, disadvantaged neighbourhoods, drawing
on participatory designs by all residents and focusing
in particular on the needs of women and girls. The
interventions have included the rehabilitation of a
neighbourhood stairway on Amman's steep slopes, the
creation of micro-forests to enhance urban greening,
and the rehabilitation of a large open space near the
Al-Hussein refugee camp as a climate-resilient, age-
responsive park. Together, they demonstrate the shared
benefits that place-based upgrading can bring to both
displaced and host communities.

Source: Al-Betawi, 2024.
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A landscape of rubble and ruins shows devastating aftermath of attacks in Gaza, February 2025 © Shutterstock

4.7 Rebuilding Shattered Cities

During 2025, communities from across the world faced dramatic
impacts from flooding, cyclones, forest fires and earthquakes. In May,
an earthquake of 7.9 magnitude in Myanmar, with an epicentre near
Mandalay, killed around 3,800 people and injured over 5,000.146 In
October, Hurricane Melissa, with winds of over 300 kilometres per hour,
hit Jamaica, Haiti and Cuba, leaving dozens of people dead and hundreds
of thousands of homes damaged. Meanwhile flash floods in Pakistan
after heavy pre-monsoon rains in June hit Punjab, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa
and Sindh provinces, killing more than 1,000 people.!48 Although the
impacts of these disasters were felt across a wide area, towns and cities
were often the most acutely affected.

Also in 2025, armed conflict left swathes of urban areas demolished,
with Ukraine, Gaza and Sudan most acutely affected. In Ukraine alone,
an estimated 3.8 million people are internally displaced and 2.5 million
families remain without adequate shelter. Damage from drones, bombs
and missiles have made front-line towns and villages uninhabitable, and
more than 14,500 civilian deaths and nearly 38,500 injuries have been
verified. In Gaza, an estimated 83 per cent of structures are damaged or
destroyed, with at least 71,667 fatalities and 171,343 injuries between
October 2023 and January 2026.150 As of early 2026, almost the entirety
of the population were IDPs, with many having been displaced multiple
times since the conflict began.!5! In Sudan, since April 2023, over 12
million people have been displaced, including nearly 9 million within
Sudan.!>2 The town of El Fashr, in the Darfur region, under siege for
500 days, has seen buildings flattened in drone attacks, with around 1.2
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million people displaced and thousands massacred when the town was
finally overrun.!>3 By March 2026, up to 3.2 million Iranians had been
temporarily displaced by the new conflict in the Middle East.!54

Both natural disaster and war result in shattered cities, demolished
neighbourhoods and mass displacement. While the conditions for
recovery often extend far beyond the local level — in conflict settings,
for instance, little progress can be made without (re-)establishing peace
and governance institutions — the urban dimensions are a vital element
in ensuring a lasting resolution. This section draws lessons from previous
crises and UN-Habitat’s specific expertise.

4.7.1  Key factors in disaster recovery

Recovery from natural disaster or war may take many years and usually
involves international relief. The challenge is to transition from short-
term time-limited emergency relief to build effective governance and
longer-term development. Here partnership approaches that engage
with power-holders while building community trust are essential to
ensure a sustainable recovery. There is already extensive knowledge on
recovery from natural disaster through the three phases of preparedness,
response and recovery, elaborated through the Sendai Framework
(Section 4.3.2). Examples are the World Bank’s Safer Homes, Stronger
Communities: A Handbook for Reconstructing after Natural Disasters, and
more recent Handbook of Livable and Resilient Cities which provides an
urban planning focus to risk reduction.!>6 While post-disaster recovery
is multi-dimensional, this section focuses on the provision of adequate
housing delivery in cities.



In all scenarios, risk mapping, development restrictions in hazard-prone
areas and advance planning are critical to build resilience in cities. The
different types of natural disasters prevalent in cities include:!57

*  Floods, such as flash, surface water, riverine or coastal floods,
affecting tens of millions of city dwellers every year.

*  Geohazards, such as landslips and mudslides, particularly affecting
informal settlements with inadequate drainage. Earthquakes and
volcanic processes can be devastating.

*  (Climatological hazards, such as extreme heat, urban heat islands,
droughts and wildfires.

An effective disaster response in urban areas must first meet the
emergency nheeds for rescue, temporary shelter, debris clearance and
security to prevent looting. After this immediate phase, however, a
longer-term strategy between humanitarians, governments and civil
society needs to be agreed. In most emergencies, the recording of
property rights is critical, as people will have lost land titles or land
registries may have been destroyed. It is also important to ensure that the
selection of beneficiaries for supported housing is fair and transparent.

A further challenge is rebuilding at scale in the wake of a major disaster,
in turn requiring an innovative response. For example, after devastating
floods affected around 33 million people in Sindh province and other
parts of Pakistan in 2022, the World Bank fund a programme of owner-
driven resilient construction to rebuild approximately half a million
housing units. Under this model, households received financial assistance
directly in tranches that they could then use to rebuild their home, with
NGOs and local committees verifying the incorporation of multi-hazard
resilience measures before each disbursement was made.!58

Rescue works after the Tiirkiye earthquake, 2023 © Shutterstock

Beyond Displacement: Mitigating the Loss of Home I

Genuine participation of displaced communities is also crucial to ensure
that the recovery is appropriate to cultural sensitivities (see Chapter
7). For instance, if resettlement is necessary, ensuring that the new
location enables them to maintain their existing social connections and
livelihoods is key to preventing further movement in the future (Box
4.10). In addition, there may be tensions in balancing community needs
and cultural heritage protection, as in the 2003 Bam earthquake in Iran,
which left about 95 per cent of the city buildings destroyed,!>? and
badly damaged the ancient citadel of Arg-e-Bam, a World Heritage site.
To minimize ownership disputes, the government passed legislation
forbidding land transactions in Bam during the reconstruction. 60

Box 4.10: Community-led planning for
resettlement in Indonesia

In 2018, following a 7.5 Mw earthquake off the
Indonesian island of Sulawei, the fishing village of
Mamboro Barat was hit by a major tsunami. Government
policy aimed to relocate all coastal communities away
from the “red zone” within 100 metres from the high tide
mark. For the villagers, the relocation site, more than 5
kilometres away, would have destroyed livelihoods and
broken the community’s affiliation to the sea. Supported
by the NGO, Arkom Indonesia, and the local municipality,
they found an alternative site on the edge of the nearby
town of Palu Bay. The land was purchased through a
collective savings fund with starting capital from Arkom.
The new community of Kampung Mamboro Perikanan
was completed in 2020 with 38 new dwellings, built
using earthquake resistant technology and housing 156
people.

Source: World Habitat, n.d.-a

4.7.2  Armed action and destruction:
“domicide” and “urbicide’

The impacts of state conflict or rebel action which shatter cities may
never fully heal. Dispossession from properties, murdered family
members or division of communities can cause generational harm. As
the UN Special Rapporteur on adequate housing said, “the systematic,
massive and arbitrary destruction of civilian housing and infrastructure”
is a blatant violation of human rights, which should be recognized as “a
crime, against humanity of its own standing — domicide”.16! Domicide
is defined as “the planned, deliberate destruction of home” and the
loss of memory and identity associated with it,162

Urbicide is the deliberate death and destruction of all or part of the
city by identified actors to devastate or destroy the urbs (the significant
places of life in the city). It involves the devastation of the ordinary
places of urban life, the annihilation of the institutional frameworks
of government, and the destruction of symbolic buildings and cultural
artefacts which symbolize collective memory —a distinct form of urban
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violence in its own right.163 Urbicide often refers to crimes of war, but
was initially used to refer to destructive urban planning schemes in
New York (United States), before it was then adopted by writers on
Latin America and popularized during the Bosnian war.164

In war-torn cities, before any long-term recovery can commence,
there is a critical need to re-establish security and local governance.
This may involve peace negotiations, disarming opposing sides,
demining contaminated land and depoliticizing recovery strategies.
Reconstruction of housing and infrastructure can only begin once a level
of security is in place, with land and property rights procedures agreed.
In Bosnia and Herzegovina, property verification was very successful,
but even with extensive international support and large-scale housing
reconstruction some renovated houses remained unoccupied years
after the war (Box 4.11). UN-Habitat’s Urban Recovery Framework
(see Section 4.6.1) has also been applied to rebuilding after major
destruction of buildings and property.16>

Box 4.11: Reconstruction after conflict:
experience from Bosnia and Herzegovina

Destruction of housing and forced eviction was rife
during the 1992-95 civil war that ravaged the newly
independent country of Bosnia and Herzegovina. After
the 1995 Dayton Peace Accord, 37 per cent of pre-war
housing was destroyed or damaged, more than a million
people were displaced, and the country was partitioned
into two political and ethnic enclaves. Two recovery
policies were particularly successful: establishing the
Housing Verification and Monitoring Unit (HVM) in 1999
to document housing rights and implement property
laws, and the reconstruction of houses damaged

during the war. However, by 2004, only 43 per cent of
reconstructed houses had been occupied by registered
beneficiaries, some were rented out and 21 per cent
remained vacant, as some people were reluctant to
return, pre-war homes were occupied by other displaced
people, and employment was scarce. The international
community had naively assumed that reconstruction
would lead to return, but donors had focused on the
house rather than the owner. Decades after Dayton, many
people had still not returned.

Source: PovrZenic, 2024; Inzko, 2015.

However, challenges arise when crises occur in contexts of weak or
fragmented governance and insecurity, potentially paving the way for
long-term challenges after the immediate crisis has passed. Haiti’s
massive earthquake in 2010, for instance, left as many as 160,000 dead
and 250,000 dwellings destroyed. Many ended up resettling on land
in Canaan, north of Port-au-Prince, where by 2016 around 300,000
people were informally housed. All this occurred at a time when Haiti
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was plagued by spiralling gang-based violence. Between 2018 and 2023
gangs took over Canaan, making it a “no go area” for all state officials,
leading to further displacement, violent leadership struggles and rent-
seeking in land sales.166

4.7.3 Towards crisis recovery: Bridging the
humanitarian-development divide

Rebuilding shattered cities involves applying the lessons on shelter,

livelihood and urban space for displaced people, explored in the eatlier

sections of this chapter. This final section discusses three principles of

displacement response, to look beyond displacement and conflict to aim

for adequate and affordable housing for all.

Bridging the humanitarian-development divide: One of the challenges
highlighted in this chapter is the different levels of protection afforded to
refugees, IDPs and evictees in cities. Humanitarians often lead in refugee
support, with UNHCR and NGOs supporting government policy. IDPs
may come under the remit of either humanitarian providers or other
support, while evictees receive help from governments or NGOs, if at all.

However, humanitarian response is not well-attuned to the way cities
are managed and function. Urban areas are complex systems — of
governance, housing, markets and society — operating within a specific
spatial context. Informal and formal systems co-exist, at household,
neighbourhood and city scale.!67 A conventional humanitarian response
is based around direct service provision to affected people, or livelihoods
programming to encourage self-sufficiency. To take advantage of the
capabilities and resources of urban areas, humanitarians need to work
closely with local governments, and to support existing urban services
rather than establishing parallel systems. Humanitarians also need access
to urban expertise, for example on rental housing or health services.

Building back better: this catch-phrase emerged in the wake of the
devastating Indian Ocean Tsunami in 2004, driven by the belief
that disaster recovery should not recreate previous vulnerabilities,
including inadequate housing. Instead, rehabilitation and recovery
should integrate disaster risk reduction into the restoration of housing
and infrastructure, as well as the revitalization of livelihoods and the
environment. “Build back better” approaches to reconstruction have
since become mainstream and are now integrated into the 2016 Sendai
Framework. These approaches can sometimes be too narrowly focused
on technical risk reduction, and it is important they adequately empower
local governments and involve families and communities to drive their
own recovery.168

The implications for policy are that different interventions will be
needed at different stages of crisis recovery. Figure 4.5 is adapted from
a UNDP report on economic recovery, but the principles apply more
broadly.169 Track A responds to the urgent needs of crisis-affected
groups, using humanitarian expertise. Track B focuses on medium- to
longer-term local recovery and building governance capacity, with shared
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Figure 4.5: Transitions from conflict relief to development, and intervention tracks
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Time

Track A: Crisis relief

- Aid agencies & CSOs: Principle "Do-no-harm", emergency shelter, livelihoods & services

Track B: Stabilization

- CSOs, LG recovery: Principle "Build-back-better", community-led shelter & livelihoods support

Track C: Development
- LG fully re-established: HLP rights, social security, local economic development

Adapted from: UNDR 2013, p.4. Note: CSOs = Civil Society Organizations; LG = Local government; HLP= Housing, Land and Property
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People are not only
“victims” and “survivors”
but have agency, and
reconstruction should
be developed with
affected communities

input from humanitarians and development experts. Track C focuses on
the inclusion of displaced people in ordinary urban systems, with local
government in the lead.

People at the centre: The challenge in displacement response, as
this chapter has shown, is that people are not only “victims” and
“survivors” but have agency, and reconstruction should be developed
with affected communities to ensure cultural appropriateness and long-
term recovery — a significant challenge in disaster- and conflict-affected
towns and cities, but nevertheless achievable in some contexts. In Sri
Lanka, for instance, three decades of fighting had left over 160,000
houses damaged or destroyed and 450,000 people displaced when
the civil conflict ended in 2009. In response, between 2010 and 2016
UN-Habitat’s Post-Conflict Reconstruction Programme in the Northern
and Eastern Provinces of the country oversaw the reconstruction of
31,350 homes. This work was based on three key principles: community
participation throughout a commitment to ensuring a “People’s Process”,

with home-owners themselves managing the construction and repair of
their damaged homes; extensive partnerships with donors, government
and communities; and the use of low cost, environmentally friendly
building technologies. Importantly, given the potential risks for post-
conflict reconstruction to exacerbate existing inequalities, the project
endeavoured to incorporate measures to avoid groups being sidelined
due to gender, disability or caste.!70

4.8 Concluding Remarks

This chapter has presented a challenge: how can the tragedy of
displacement be transformed into an asset for cities, host communities
and the urban displaced themselves, to enable displaced people to look
“beyond displacement”, to invest in their urban future? Displacement
and loss of home can be best mitigated by applying an urban focus that
treats different people affected by displacement as urban inhabitants
sharing the same city. The chapter has argued that an enabling approach
that puts local government at the centre and is developed with
communities themselves can go some way to meeting that challenge.
It also implies a convergence between conventional humanitarian aid
and development aid, with the aim of empowering communities, and
strengthening service delivery and access to housing in place-based
approaches. The concluding section first outlines guiding principles for
responding to displacement, and then policy priorities (Table 4.5) to help
frame a local response.
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Local governments have a key role in supporting displaced people in cities. The message on Barcelona City Hall in 2015 reflects the then council’s refugee-welcome policy

© Shutterstock
Seven key guiding principles should shape local policy development: 3. A spatial understanding of displacement is essential to identify the
concentration of needs amongst displaced and host communities.

1. Adequate and affordable housing, in accessible locations, is the City-wide spatial data is also urgently needed on under-counted
foundation from which displaced people can re-start their lives, groups such as non-registered refugees, some IDPs and evictees,
but innovative ways are needed to secure housing for the urban using new media and participatory data to fill knowledge gaps. Using
displaced (see Box 4.1). As global experience of low-income an urban profiling approach, area-based programming can address
housing has shown, “providing” housing for all is rarely feasible, problems of acute need in specific neighbourhoods. Community-led
and innovations should thus focus on “enabling” most displaced planning can also identify significant green and open spaces, as
people to develop their own housing solutions, e.g. through cash well as provide safe spaces for displaced communities, particularly
grants, rent reform or community-led response, to underpin their women and young people, to help local integration.
wider contribution in cities. This approach means a changing role
for humanitarians shifting towards advocating and facilitating, 4. Displacement prevention is always the best Solution, and any
rather than direct service provision, and recognizing the social and alternatives should be planned with future sustainability in mind.
ecological function of land, to ensure support for all urban dwellers. The core principle should be to prevent eviction from homes and

places of work, exploring alternatives with affected communities,

2. There is an urgent need for a city-wide approach to displacement such as promoting urban renewal or settlement upgrading rather
and a platform to coordinate actors across the humanitarian- than clearance. Where displacement is unavoidable, compensation
development divide. Local governments are best placed to convene should account for the full monetary and non-monetary cost of
that platform, as they already provide many of the services that displacement, covering all affected populations. Emergency shelter
displaced people need. Humanitarian funding, if channelled should factor in longer-term considerations, in case displacement
through local governments, can strengthen services for both becomes protracted, and be allocated in a fair and transparent
host and displaced communities while building the longer-term manner.
resilience and sustainability of city systems. However, many local
governments have limited experience in supporting displaced 5. Housing solutions for displaced communities should draw on the
people. Staff may need specialist training in areas such as refugee diversity of housing options available in urban areas. Rental property
rights or mental health services, and the ability to call on expert remains the main way in which displaced people access housing
advice where needed. Community associations can also help and build self-reliance in cities. Reviewing rent regulations can help
highlight needs and channel advocacy, although associations are minimize exploitation and the provision of substandard or unsafe
often denied to refugees and IDPs. housing. In addition, co-production of housing for displaced people
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can build on the extensive experience of community-led housing
and savings groups, often working with local governments to
find land. To date this approach has only been available to some
evictees in cites, but could be extended to refugees and IDPs.

6.  Livelihoodssupportfor displaced peoplein cities needs to recognize
the agency and creativity they bring to securing an income, or
establishing an enterprise, and their collective contributions
to local economies, for which secure housing is key. The key
principle is to protect displaced people’s livelihoods wherever
possible and avoid evictions that will separate them from their
place of work. In this regard, it is important to recognize that

Beyond Displacement: Mitigating the Loss of Home I

7. For cities shattered by natural disasters or conflict a coordinated
international response is required. After natural disasters, the
priorities are to meet emergency needs for food and shelter and
re-establish livelihoods. Recovery from conflict is more complex as
progress depends on resurrecting trusted governance mechanisms.
In both cases a transition from humanitarian to development
funding and priorities can help bridge the humanitarian-
development divide.

These seven guiding principles provide the foundation for developing
locally relevant policy priorities, to be implemented by local governments
in partnership with other local and national agencies.

some displaced people must work informally to survive: here,
the aim should be to reduce exploitation and hazardous work,
rather than destroy jobs and income-earning potential.

Table 4.5: Key policy priorities for different groups of urban displaced

Refugees Evictees

Conventions, guidelines
and protection regimes

Countries to adopt and abide by | Countries to adopt and abide | Countries to adopt and abide by the 1997
the 1951 Convention Relatingto by the 1998 Guiding Principles = CESCR General Comment 7: The right to
the Status of Refugees on Internal Displacement adequate housing: forced evictions

Reducing impact Address vulnerabilities to secondary eviction which the move toa | Urban authorities should avoid eviction.
new urban area creates for refugees and IDPs Compensation should account for the
full monetary and non-monetary cost of

displacement

Shelter Rental property remains the main way in which displaced people access housing.
Support for rental housing include short-term cash grants, rent vouchers, the provision of a temporary
“rent holiday” or access social housing

Fair and transparent allocation of emergency and post-recovery housing for individuals and communities

Cash for shelter is a key way to bridge the gap between supported | Leverage existing practices of
housing and self-reliant provision community-led housing and savings
groups within urban context

Livelihood Refugees specifically have two Explore ways for displaced people to address issues of discrimination,
critical needs: to secure the vulnerability from informal work, loss of home-based work due to
“right-to-work” and “right-to- eviction, and resettlement to locations remote from previous

open-a business”, without which | employment, to increase the independence and income-earning

they remain open to exploitation | potential of displaced people

Worker associations can collaborate to support innovative policy and provide protections against
discrimination, exploitation and hazardous work

Acknowledge and map the collective “displacement economy” that refugees and IDPs create,
fostering business enterprise, economic diversity and the creation of new sectors, thus contributing
to local economic development

Urban space Area-based approaches should include the whole population of the target area, and support existing systems

with adequate funding, adopting an iterative and flexible approach

Public space plays an important role for refugees and IDPs
in their experience of arrival and of settling down

Shared spaces play an important role for
evictees to readdress their displacement
and seek collective compensation
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