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Cities have the capability
of providing something
for everybody, only because,
and only when, they are
created by everybody

— Jane Jacobs,
The Death and Life of

Great American Cities. ’ ’
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Somalia’s major cities are expanding rapidly and in an uncoordinated manner, a

trend intensified by an annual urban population growth rate of approximately 3.9%.
These demographic changes are driven by the growing impacts of climate change, as
well as by investment in the construction sector that exceeds the planning capacity

of municipal authorities. A fragmented institutional framework and profound
resource deficits have widened the governance gap, leading to fundamental structural
deficiencies, such as a lack of qualified urban planners, persistent financial constraints,
and a weak political mandate. Consequently, urban development often occurs without
proper site monitoring, environmental protection or safety measures, creating
significant public hazards.

The empirical data collected for this study (through questionnaires administered to
site engineers and workers) demonstrates systemic neglect — 73.3% of workers lack
formal safety training, while only 23.3% adhere to established safety protocols. These
conditions increase the pressure on urban infrastructure and resources, manifesting
as unplanned sprawl and heightened inequality. This is evidenced by the struggles that
internally displaced persons (IDP) have in accessing essential services.

Interviews with community leaders in Mogadishu revealed a critical disconnect
between government action and public awareness. The potential consequences of

this fragility were tragically illustrated by a hypothetical scenario of May 2025 floods,
which could destroy 98% of IDP shelters in high-risk zones and result in over 75%
fatalities within informally built structures. The reported loss of nine individuals from
a single neighbourhood during such an event indicates the severe underreporting that
accompanies systemic collapse.

To address these interconnected crises, this study proposes an integrated policy
framework aligned with Somalia’s National Transformation Plan (2025-2029) and the
National Climate Change Policy. The framework is structured around three strategic
pillars:

« Enact a National Urban Planning Law (NUP) to promote sustainable urban
development and environmental stewardship.

« Professionalize the construction sector for safety and quality.

 Building systemic climate resilience by integrating flood risk mapping into all
urban development decisions.
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Successful implementation is premised on cross-cutting enablers, including
strengthened governance, finance mobilized through international partnerships and
genuine community engagement. By adopting a data-driven and inclusive approach,
Somalia has the potential to reconfigure its urban centres from zones of significant
vulnerability into hubs that foster equitable, resilient, and sustainable development.
This paper provides a practical framework to guide Somali cities in achieving this
objective.

1.1 The Imperative for Resilient Urban
Development in Somalia

Somalia, much like other countries emerging from prolonged conflict, is witnessing
rapid urban growth (Bakonyi et al., 2019). Historically, Somalia has remained largely
rural, with pastoralism limiting permanent urban settlements (World Bank, 2020).
Urban development was initially concentrated in a few colonial cities, established as
administrative and trade hubs, namely Mogadishu, Hargeisa, and Kismayo. However,
the country is now witnessing rapid urban growth, driven primarily by rural-to-urban
migration. This process is fuelled by climate-related shocks, ongoing conflict, and the
pursuit of economic opportunities (UN, 2018).

While urbanization brings development potential, it has dramatically intensified
challenges in infrastructure, service delivery, and environmental management,
particularly in major cities such as Mogadishu (UN-Habitat, 2020). To address

these issues, Somali urban centres must adopt integrated planning frameworks that
prioritize sustainability, equity, and resilience through an evidence-based approach.
This methodical approach is essential for achieving Sustainable Development Goal 11,
which aims to make cities inclusive, safe, resilient, and sustainable. Progress toward
this goal requires targeted evidence-based actions including improved infrastructure,
affordable housing, reliable public transportation, and inclusive governance that
responds to the needs of vulnerable and marginalized populations, such as IDPs.

As illustrated in Figure 1, based on data from UN DESA (2019), the scale and speed of
urban expansion are redefining global development patterns. The graph visualizes the
historic crossover point around 2007 when the global urban population surpassed the
rural population, a pivotal shift underscoring subsequent trends.

This momentum is particularly acute in Africa where the urban population is
projected to double from 704 million to 1.4 billion by 2050 (OECD et al., 2025). This
rapid growth is creating megacities.
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For instance, Nigeria is projected to become the world’s fourth-largest urban
agglomeration with 250 million urban residents. Overall, urban areas are set to
absorb 80% of the total population growth on the continent. With urban populations
in Africa growing nearly four times faster than rural areas, the pressure on housing,
infrastructure, and public services has reached a critical level, demanding urgent and
strategic policy action that is responsive to both local Somali conditions and these
broader global dynamics.

, -
—e— Urban Populalion
Rural Population
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Population (Bulons)

1960 1980 2000 2020 2040

Figure 1. Urban and Rural Population Trends (1950-2050) (Source: UN DESA, 2019)

Within this global context, Somalia’s rapid urbanization illustrates the deep challenges
faced by many African cities. As illustrated in Table 1, Somalia’s high urban growth
rate of 3.9% annually places it among the fastest-growing countries in Africa. This
growth is primarily driven by internal migration and economic displacement,

which places severe strain on cities such as Mogadishu. Unplanned urban sprawl

has intensified inequality, as the rapid growth of displaced communities in urban
areas creates informal settlements with limited access to services struggle to access
basic services. Simultaneously, environmental degradatin, which can be observed in
widespread soil erosion and inadequate waste management, poses a serious threat to
ecological sustainability.
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Table 1. Fastest-Growing Medium-Sized Urban Agglomerations in Africa
(Source: OECD et al., 2025)

Count Growth Rate Population 2020 Population 2050
Y (%) (Millions) (Millions)

Uganda 5.8 5.84 7.73

Burkina Faso 5.0 1.53 3.48

Ethiopia 4.5 7.24 13.15
Eswatini 4.5 0.29 0.73

Somalia 3.9 2.31 6.62
Cameroon 3.9 2.81 7.78

These challenges are compounded by climatic fragility, widespread displacement, and
limited institutional capacity (Williams et al., 2019; Hussainzad and Gou, 2024).

In Somalia, rapid urbanization mirrors trends in other conflict-affected contexts,
driven primarily by the significant arrival of IDPs seeking refuge and economic
opportunities (Bakonyi et al., 2019). Evidence indicates that these displaced
populations establish permanent urban residences, a pattern consistent with Somalia’s
protracted civil war and comparable global displacement crises (Hoehne, 2016). This
growth is further accelerated by returning diaspora communities, who leverage the
skills and capital acquired abroad to stimulate local economies (IOM, 2019).

This rapid growth, as a global phenomenon, has intensified the demand for land,
housing, infrastructure, and essential services (World Bank, 2024). The city’s spatial
configuration plays a decisive role in shaping equitable access to employment, public
health, safety, and economic efficiency (UN-Habitat, 2022). However, Mogadishu’s
haphazard rapid expansion is exacerbating socio-spatial inequalities and contributing
to environmental degradation. This problem is more acute in Somalia, as decades of
conflict have critically destroyed governance frameworks and infrastructure systems,
while the economically significant informal construction sector operates largely
without safety enforcement or technical training, resulting in frequent structural
failures (UN Somalia, 2019).
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Figure 2. Structural damage resulting from urban flooding. (Source: Farah Abdi
Warsame/AP Photo, Retrieved from Al Jazeera)

Consequently, resilient urban development must become the basis of the national
policy of the Federal Government of Somalia and its international partners.

This requires a concerted approach that integrates climate adaptation into urban
governance, formalizes land tenure, and upgrades informal settlements to improve
the living conditions. Proactive investment in these areas is an essential strategy
for mitigating future humanitarian crises, harnessing the economic potential of
urbanization, and fostering lasting stability (UN DESA, 2022, OECD et al., 2025).

Addressing Somalia’s urban transformation requires immediate attention because
without proactive planning, institutional strengthening, and innovative financing,
current trends will increase the cycles of vulnerability. Conversely, addressing them
urgently has the potential to facilitate resilient cities that can withstand future shocks,
transforming urban centres from sites of risk into sustainable development engines.

Failure to address this urgently could lead to catastrophic situations in which these
pressures converge with acute climate vulnerability. For example, unregulated urban
expansion into floodplains and inadequate construction standards could exacerbate
environmental risks. This was starkly demonstrated by the 2024 nationwide floods
affecting 219,000 people and the May 2025 Mogadishu floods, which triggered fatal
building collapses (Figures 2 and 3).
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Figure 3. Flooded street in Mogadishu (Source: Farah Abdi Warsameh/AP Photo,
retrieved from Al Jazeera)

Somalia’s urban challenges are characterized by the complex interplay of poverty,
institutional fragility, and climate change impacts. These interconnected issues
demand a comprehensive, integrated approach, as fragmented solutions have proven
inadequate in breaking the cycle of risk and severely hampered development (World
Bank, 2021).

The critical vulnerability of Mogadishu to environmental hazards exemplifies

the broader urban resilience challenges across Somali cities. This susceptibility

is intensified by pervasive informal construction practices and a severely
underdeveloped institutional framework for disaster risk reduction and emergency
responses. Among these threats, flooding and other water-related disasters pose
particularly severe risks, directly undermining long-term economic growth and
stability.

Addressing these challenges requires unified action across critical domains.
Strengthening governance is essential to overcome post-conflict institutional fragility
(Rift Valley Institute, 2021). This requires the establishment of frameworks that enable
effective cross-sectoral coordination and facilitate dynamic responses to evolving
risks such as flooding. Concurrently, scaling up investments in resilient infrastructure
is imperative to enhance adaptive capacity, reduce vulnerability to environmental
hazards, and foster long-term sustainability.
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Initiatives such as the Somalia Urban Resilience Project (SURP II) (World Bank, 2021)
provide a critical model for such actions, demonstrating how such investments not
only enhance physical resilience but also foster economic growth and social cohesion.

To maximize the impact of these initiatives, it is essential to establish robust
frameworks for effective cross-sectoral coordination. Furthermore, enforcing health
and safety in construction remains critically important for enabling the sustainable
development of the nation.

Despite the existence of the Somalia Building Standards Policy, established prior to
the civil war and outlining vital architectural and structural codes, implementation
remains inconsistent, particularly in peri-urban areas. Moreover, infrastructure
development can introduce indirect health risks, such as pollution and disease vectors
(Hassan et al., 2024), underscoring the need for integrated urban health strategies.

Ultimately, a sustainable urban future for Somalia depends on a holistic approach
that harmonizes effective governance, resilient infrastructure, and rigorous health
and safety standards. Such a strategy must be rooted in inclusive urban planning,
coordinated institutional frameworks, and adaptive systems that effectively
address interconnected challenges, such as displacement, climate vulnerability, and
sociopolitical fragmentation (Qase, 2025).

Therefore, this policy paper proposes a unified framework to address Mogadishu’s
interconnected crises of environmental degradation, rapid and unregulated
construction boom, and deep-seated systemic vulnerabilities. By prioritizing
institutional capacity, risk-sensitive urban planning, and multilevel coordination,
the framework establishes the essential foundations for the capital’s resilient and
sustainable development, aiming to transform its current trajectory of risky growth
into one of managed safety and prosperity.

This study employed a mixed-methods approach to ensure a comprehensive analysis
of urban challenges in Somalia, integrating policy analysis with robust empirical data
collected directly from key stakeholders. This dual strategy ensures that the findings
and recommendations are grounded in both the formal policy context and the lived
realities on the ground.
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2.1 Phase 1: Desk-Based Policy and Literature Review

A systematic review of Somalia’s national and sub-national policy frameworks and
relevant academic literature was conducted. The key documents analysed included
the National Transformation Plan (NTP) 2025-2029, the National Climate Change
Policy (NCCP), and existing regulations concerning urban planning, environmental
protection, and construction safety. This review revealed major gaps in enforcement,
coordination, and integration across sectors.

2.2 Phase 2: Primary Data Collection and Analysis

To complement the policy review, primary data were collected to capture the
perspectives, practices, and challenges of those directly involved in and affected by
urban development.

2.2.1 Quantitative Data Collection: Surveys

Data were collected using a structured questionnaire distributed to 163 participants. A
purposive sampling technique was employed to select individuals based on their direct
involvement and expertise in urban development processes within the study area.

» Construction workers and site engineers

e Municipal officials

o Urban residents

o Researchers and other professionals from related fields.

2.2.2 Qualitative Data Collection: Semi-Structured
Interviews

A series of nine in-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted with key
informants to gather detailed perspectives on complex issues. Participants were
purposively selected to include three representatives from each of the following
stakeholder groups: construction managers and site engineers, municipal officials, and
community leaders.
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2.2.3 Interview Themes and Ethical Considerations
The interview guide focused on several pre-defined themes:
 Institutional challenges in urban governance.

« Community engagement in planning and disaster risk reduction.

« Barriers to implementing safety standards.

All participants provided informed consent prior to the interviews. The qualitative
insights from these discussions were recorded, transcribed and analysed and used to
triangulate and add depth to the quantitative findings from the questionnaire.

2.3 Scope and Limitations of the Study

Primary data collection focused on Mogadishu, given its central role in Somalia’s
urban transformation and the intense development pressures it faces. While these
findings provide valuable insights for other Somali cities, local variations may exist.
Research in this fragile setting faces inherent challenges, including restricted access to
high-security zones and potential underreporting. Nevertheless, the mixed-methods
approach enhances the reliability of the findings and supports their relevance to
national policy.

In Somalia, rapid urban growth is a key factor that exposes and exacerbates existing
social weaknesses while creating additional vulnerabilities in major cities. This
situation shows that disasters stem not only from environmental hazards such as
droughts and floods but also from the ways in which these hazards disproportionately
impact already vulnerable communities. These vulnerabilities are intensified by three
interrelated structural deficiencies: unregulated urban expansion, fragile construction
sectors, and inadequate urban governance. This section provides a detailed analysis of
these failures, offering a diagnosis of the mechanisms that perpetuate urban fragility in
the Somali context.

3.1 Mogadishu: Unveiling the Drivers of Unplanned
Urbanization
The capital city Mogadishu’s historical significance as a major Indian Ocean trading

hub with roots extending back to the 10th century reflects an early legacy of economic
vibrancy and multiethnic exchange (Mukhtar, 2003).
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However, the trajectory of its intense urbanization is a more recent phenomenon.
Colonial engagements left a fragmented urban planning legacy, with the most notable
formal attempt being the 1937 Italian master plan under Governor Guido Corni.
Although this plan provided minimal infrastructure, it failed to establish a resilient
planning system (Griinewald, 2012).

Following independence and the unification of northern and southern Somalia

in 1960, the newly- designated capital, Mogadishu, experienced a period of rapid
development fuelled by internal migration and the concentration of political and
economic activities. Under the regime of Siad Barre before the civil war, Mogadishu
underwent a dramatic demographic change, whereby the city’s population increased
dramatically from approximately 90,000 to over one million by the 1980s (UN-
Habitat, 2008).

The crucial turning point came with the state’s collapse in 1991, as a protracted civil
war systematically eroded the remaining governance and urban planning frameworks
(Menkhaus, 2014). The destruction of regulatory institutions accelerated unregulated
expansion and entrenched informality, transforming Mogadishu, from an organized
capital into a spatially disjointed city (UN-Habitat, 2012; 2019). Thus, conflict-

driven growth has overridden the historic layout, causing severe fragmentation and
dysfunction (UN-Habitat, 2019), highlighting the profound challenge of rehabilitating
urban governance once informal systems take root.

Figure 4. Map of Mogadishu illustrating urban layout and growth patterns
(Source: UNHCR, 2014)
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Mogadishu’s rapid demographic change, consistent with patterns across the Global
South, triggered unregulated spatial expansion beyond the city’s historic core. This
trend is empirically demonstrated by the city’s urbanized area exploding from 1,500
to 8,000 hectares between 1970 and 1984, without commensurate planning for urban
services (Marchal, 2002).

Figure 4, which shows a map of the city, provides a spatial representation of
Mogadishu, illustrating the complex and likely unplanned layout resulting from

such rapid expansion. The period between 2006 and 2021, marked by returning
populations and growing confidence, saw this expansion manifest as fragmented
development patterns, particularly along the city’s periphery (Hassan et al., 2023). The
resultant impacts, including increased social fragmentation and critical gaps in service
provision, underline the pressing need for comprehensive land-use policies to guide
sustainable urban development (Elmi & Ali, 2024).

3.2 The Unplanned City: Environmental Degradation and
Spatial Exclusion

The rapid and unregulated urbanization of Somali cities, especially Mogadishu, reveals
a deeply fragmented governance structure that delays effective urban management.
The lack of coordination among federal, regional, and municipal authorities has
created an institutional vacuum marked by overlapping mandates and weakened
accountability, undermining strategic planning, service delivery, and construction
monitoring (Elmi & Ali, 2024; Adebowale & Agumba, 2024).

Local government institutions in the Banadir region, including Mogadishu, suffer
from severe human capacity deficits, including limited technical expertise, inadequate
financial resources, and a weak institutional framework (Ahmed et al., 2025). This
fragmentation has led to a disconnection between short-term disaster response and
long-term urban planning, a phenomenon also documented in other cities worldwide,
exacerbating systemic vulnerabilities and constraining resilience-building efforts
(Bellini et al., 2022).

The consequences of these governance failures are empirically visible in two critical
domains: environmental degradation and socio-spatial exclusion (SSX). Unregulated
construction, driven by diaspora investments and internal displacement, has
accelerated the proliferation of informal settlements that encroach upon ecologically
sensitive zones and lack basic infrastructure, services, and legal tenure (UN-Habitat,
2019). Approximately 65% of Mogadishu is now built-up, while green and open spaces
have declined to less than 15%, placing the city behind other African capitals in terms
of sustainable urban development metrics (UN-Habitat, 2023).
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To address these challenges, policy interventions must prioritize the development of
integrated urban planning frameworks, decentralization of resources, and the building
of institutional capacity. Strengthening local governance through targeted training,
with an emphasis on governance aimed at the city’s sustainable development, is
essential. Moreover, fostering strategic partnerships with international development
agencies and promoting community-based planning approaches could enhance
resilience and inclusivity in Mogadishu’s urban growth trajectory.

Table 2. African Capitals — Population & Land Use Composition (2025 estimates)
(Source: Compiled from UN-Habitat (2023), UNEP (2022), and the World Bank (2023).

Built-Up Area Green/Open Space

Capital Country (%) (%)
Mogadishu Somalia 65 <15

Luanda Angola 70 15-20
Khartoum Sudan 68 20

Nairobi Kenya 60 30

Kigali Rwanda 55 35

Abuja Nigeria 50 40

This shortage of permeable surfaces significantly amplifies hydrological risks, notably
flooding, and precipitates a marked deterioration in urban liveability.

Concurrently, a pattern of unregulated construction financed substantially by diaspora
capital and driven by the influx of returning displaced populations facilitates the
spatial expansion of informal settlements into ecologically sensitive areas. As noted

by Atta et al. (2022), these settlements are frequently characterized by an absence of
formal basic service provision and legal security of tenure. This dynamic effectively
forces economically vulnerable groups to occupy high-risk environments, including
eroding coastal peripheries and subsiding wetland areas.

The situation in Mogadishu represents this crisis, where an estimated 1.9 million IDPs
are trapped within flood-prone zones. Confined to informal settlements, residents are
exposed to a dangerous mix of environmental hazards and profound socioeconomic
neglect, lacking proper housing or essential services.

This reflects the broader pattern of urban inequality across Africa. Institutional
failures, such as fragmented governance and dysfunctional land systems, create twin
threats: environmental degradation and human exclusion (Kamana et al., 2024).
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Studies show that a lack of integration between climate action and urban planning
(Ahmed et al., 2022; Bellini et al., 2022) is worsened by poor governance and climate
risk. Without major reforms to unify climate resilience, land justice, and urban
construction safety, Mogadishu will remain a stark example of an unplanned city
trapped in a cycle of environmental decline and social neglect.

3.3 Systemic Failures in Construction Safety

The construction sector in Somalia has become an important yet hazardous source

of livelihood for the country’s rapidly expanding urban population. This is especially
true for IDPs, who increasingly rely on informal daily work, resulting in an untrained,
unskilled workforce.

However, this urbanization-livelihood connection is undermined by deep-rooted
systemic failures that render construction sites hazardous workplaces and breeding
grounds for long-term urban vulnerability. The construction sector is marked

by pervasive informality, a near-total absence of regulatory oversight, a shortage

of technical expertise, and a labor force that is overwhelmingly untrained and
unprotected (Bakonyi et al., 2019; United Nations, 2019).

The empirical data from our survey underscore the severity of this crisis. As illustrated
in Figure 5, only 23.3% of construction workers consistently follow the safety
protocols. The data collected indicated that a significant proportion (36.7%) reported
periodic compliance, while 16.7% rarely or never followed basic construction safety
measures. This pattern is further exacerbated by the fact that 73.3% of workers have
received no formal safety training, creating a dangerous convergence of ignorance and
neglect that could have potentially catastrophic consequences.

70

40.0%

40 A 36.7%

23.3%

Percentage of Survey Respondents

Always Sometimes Rarely/Never

Figure 5. Adherence to safety protocols on Somali construction sites
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Safety failures in Somalia’s construction sector are systemic rather than isolated.

This study revealed that these risks are rooted in deeply interconnected structural
weaknesses that require coordinated policy interventions. This discussion synthesizes
these elements to illustrate how they form a self-reinforcing cycle that actively
produces urban risks.

The first and most fundamental node in this system is the political economy of
informal labor. The sector functions as a default absorber of displaced populations,
with an estimated 70% of the workforce operating without formal contracts, skills
verification, or bargaining power. This precarity is not merely a background condition
but a primary driver of risk. Economic necessity compels this exploited workforce

to prioritize speed and cost efficiency over personal safety, thereby fuelling a market
for rapid, low-cost housing where quality and security are inevitably compromised
(Bakonyi et al., 2019).

This inherent demand for sub-standard construction is enabled and amplified by a
second failure: profound governance voids. Municipal authorities, particularly in
high-growth regions such as Banadir, are critically overwhelmed by the scale and
fragmentation of peri-urban expansion (Ahmed et al., 2025). The result is a regulatory
regime characterized by sporadic and selective enforcement, a reality acknowledged
by 70% of the surveyed officials. This institutional incapacity creates a permissive
environment where unsafe practices proliferate unchallenged, a pattern consistent
with findings from other rapidly urbanizing African contexts where unclear mandates
and limited capabilities stymie effective oversight (Adebowale & Agumba, 2024).

Furthermore, these conditions are actively reinforced by a third systemic driver:
perverse market incentives. The prevailing tendering system, which rewards the
lowest-cost bids above all else, creates a race to the lowest price. Within this distorted
incentive structure, investments in safety equipment, training, and certified materials
are viewed as financial liabilities rather than as necessities. Therefore, it is unsurprising
that approximately 70% of firms systematically bypass safety measures, as the market
mechanism itself penalizes responsible investment and rewards negligence.

The confluence of these three factors — an exploited labour force, incapacitated
regulatory institutions, and distorted market incentives — forms a vicious, self-
reinforcing cycle. The implications of this cycle are starkly evident in the sector’s
output: poor construction quality, which directly contributes to urban fragility. The
tragic consequences were laid bare during the 2025 floods, wherein over 75% of
fatalities occurred in informally built structures, underscoring the grave human cost
of systemic neglect.
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Conversely, the analysis also revealed a critical pathway for intervention. The
significantly higher rate of safety protocol adherence (62%) among workers

with formal training and site engineers suggests that targeted investments in
professionalization and capacity-building can disrupt this cycle of risk. This indicates
that leverage points exist even within a dysfunctional system.

The sector’s informality, lack of training, and regulatory paralysis are manifestations of
profound institutional decay. Without a comprehensive strategy that simultaneously
addresses all three nodes of this system through the establishment of a unified national
building code, mandatory occupational health and safety training, and mechanisms

to realign market incentives with safety imperatives, the construction industry will
remain the primary engine of urban risk. This will continue to endanger its workforce,
perpetuate cycles of climate-vulnerable development, and fundamentally undermine
Somalia’s resilience and sustainability agenda.

The following section builds on this discussion to propose an integrated policy
framework aimed at dismantling this cycle of risk production.

3.4 Climate Shocks and Urban Vulnerability in Somalia

Somalia’s acute climate vulnerability is intensified by systemic urban failures,

where frequent climate shocks are amplified into human disasters by inadequate
infrastructure. The catastrophic floods that struck Mogadishu in May 2025 serve as

a stark example of this dynamic. Triggered by over 115 mm of rainfall in just eight
hours, the deluge overwhelmed the city’s drainage systems, collapsed nine houses, and
led to the confirmed deaths of at least seven individuals. Testimonies from community
leaders, however, suggested a much higher local death toll, with one recounting

the loss of nine members from a single neighbourhood—highlighting the severe
underreporting that often accompanies such systemic failures.

The humanitarian crisis was multi-faceted. A surge in flood-related injuries

was compounded by warnings of potential waterborne disease outbreaks from
contaminated water sources. Infrastructure damage was extensive. Maka al
Mukaramah Road, a key artery, became impassable, disrupting public transport and
paralyzing movement. This severely disrupted daily life, and in some IDP camps
prevented children from reaching schools, further jeopardizing their education.

IDPs were disproportionately affected, as floods forced newly-displaced families

into already overcrowded camps, intensifying their pre-existing vulnerability and
tragically underscoring a destructive cycle driven by insecure land tenure and a lack of
integrated urban planning.
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This event was part of a broader pattern. The 2024 Gu rainy season (April to May)
alone caused flooding that affected 268,000 people and displaced 81,000 (Hassan,
2024). A supporting survey in this study confirmed the pervasiveness of these shocks,
finding that 76% of urban residents had experienced flooding in recent years.

Public perception of institutional preparedness, however, revealed a critical gap. As
detailed in Table 3, only 47.8% of respondents believe adequate flood protection
exists. In contrast, a combined majority of 52.2% either report that there are no flood
protection measures (36.2%) or are unaware of any existing measures (16.0%). This
demonstrates that for most of the urban population, the institutional response is
effectively invisible, validating the perception that blocked, dysfunctional, or entirely
absent drainage systems are the primary factor magnifying flood impacts.

Table 3. Public Assessment of Flood Risk Infrastructure

Flood Risk Reduction Measures Percentage Number of Respondents
No flood protection infrastructure 36.2% 59

Unaware of available measures 16.0% 26

Adequate flood protection exists 47.8% 78

Total 100% 163

The pathways through which urbanization heightens disaster risk are clear and
interlinked. First, spatial entrapment forces the most vulnerable people into harm’s
way. The human cost was laid bare during the May 2025 floods, when nearly all IDP
shelters in these zones — a devastating 98% were destroyed.

Second, systemic infrastructure failure cripples a city’s ability to cope. Drainage
systems are incapable of managing the contemporary water volumes. The
consequences are palpable: 89% of residents witnessed severe drainage blockages
during the previous rainy season. These floods often cause widespread sewage
contamination, as reported by 62% of residents, which in turn triggers deadly
outbreaks of waterborne diseases a risk tragically realized in the aftermath of the May
2025 event.
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Third, construction deficiencies are lethal accelerants during disasters. Informal
housing, built out of economic necessity, frequently fails to meet basic safety
standards. In Somalia, this link is tragically clear: over 75% of all flood-related deaths
recorded in May 2025 occurred within these informally-built, structurally deficient
structures. Compounding these vulnerabilities is the lack of preparedness and
awareness. Survey data revealed that 64% of respondents had never received disaster
preparedness or flood risk management training, and 48% believed their communities
were not prepared for natural disasters. This lack of training and confidence in
community readiness leaves urban populations highly exposed to the impacts of
floods and other climate-related risks.
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Figure 6: Community Perception of Flood Preparedness and Institutional Support

3.5 Institutional Gaps and Regulatory Failure

Underpinning all these vulnerabilities is a profound governance vacuum in the region.
The challenges of unplanned growth, unsafe construction, and manufactured disasters
are ultimately symptoms of systemic failure in regulation, oversight, and institutional
capacity. Urban planning authorities in Somalia lack the requisite capacity, financial
resources, and political mandate to effectively enforce zoning regulations or to
coordinate with other government agencies. This paralysis allows new developments
to proceed without proper site assessments, environmental safeguards or adherence to
safety standards.
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This institutional fragility is starkly reflected in the lived experiences of communities.
Interviews with community leaders across Mogadishu revealed a profound disconnect
between government action and public awareness. One leader stated: “we see
buildings going up everywhere, but we don’t know if there is a government plan. There
is no awareness of policies, or maybe they don’t exist for us” This sentiment was
widely shared, highlighting that the absence of governance is not just an institutional
issue but a daily reality for residents who see development occurring without rules or
guidance.

Survey data quantitatively reinforce these qualitative accounts. A total of 42% of
respondents identified weak enforcement of building codes and construction safety
regulations as the most pressing challenge to environmental protection and safety.
Another 29% pointed to rapid and unplanned urbanization, and 26% cited climate
change impacts, including increased flooding and environmental degradation.

These challenges are not isolated. They reflect a broader systemic absence of effective
governance. Formal regulatory mechanisms are either entirely absent, inherently
weak, or systematically bypassed because of a combination of corruption, limited state
reach, and the overwhelming pressures of the informal economy.

This is compounded by the profound lack of coordination among fragmented
authorities. Responsibilities for urban planning, environmental protection, public
works, and disaster management are often scattered across multiple ministries and
agencies at the federal and member state levels, with unclear mandates, overlapping
jurisdictions, and insufficient inter-agency collaboration mechanisms.

This institutional fragmentation cripples the state’s ability to formulate, implement,
and enforce coherent policies. Even well-intentioned initiatives are undermined

by these structural weaknesses. Somalia’s own national climate policy documents
acknowledge these “structural and systemic weaknesses in the institutional bedrock;”
citing a dearth of appropriate policies and an inability to enforce laws (Federal
Republic of Somalia, 2021).

These institutional weaknesses are not only evident in survey data and national
documents but are also echoed in recent field interviews with urban planning officials,
who described firsthand the challenges of enforcing safety standards, coordinating
across agencies, and managing rapid informal expansion (Dressing, 2023). Officials

in Mogadishu confirmed that enforcement of environmental and construction safety
regulations is severely limited. Institutional fragmentation, lack of political support,
and rapid informal urban expansion hinder effective oversight.
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Practitioners noted that while informal efforts are made, such as advising developers
on basic safety and site selection, systemic challenges persist. Without addressing
this foundational governance deficit, any new regulations or frameworks are likely

to remain unenforced and ineffective, perpetuating the current cycle of unplanned
development, risk accumulation and human suffering. The insights from both
community leaders and officials reinforce the same urgent need for collaborative
governance and stronger institutional capacity, as emphasized throughout this policy

paper.

This section outlines a comprehensive and integrated policy framework designed

to address the complex urban challenges of Somalia. This proposed framework is

not an external agenda but a strategic roadmap to operationalize the goals set forth

in Somalia’s own national development and climate strategies. It will create a clear
linkage to existing priorities, that provides a politically resounding and actionable
pathway toward building safer, more sustainable, and resilient cities. The proposed
framework is structured around three core policy imperatives, each targeting a critical
dimension of urban vulnerability.

4.1 Foundational Pillars: Aligning Urban Development
with National Transformation

The success of this proposed framework centres on its alignment with Somalia’s
highest-level strategic goals. The recommendations are plainly designed to support
the implementation of two key national documents: the National Transformation
Plan (NTP) 2025-2029 and the National Climate Change Policy (NCCP). The NTP is
Somalia’s blueprint for inclusive growth, stability, and sustainable development and is
structured around four pillars:

1. Transformational governance

2. Sustainable economic transformation

»

Social and human capital transformation

4. Environment and climate resilience
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The policy recommendations presented in this study directly contribute to Pillar

1 (strengthening institutional frameworks) and Pillar 4 (addressing climate
vulnerability). Similarly, the NCCP’s vision for a prosperous and climate-resilient
economy is translated into concrete and actionable measures for the urban sector.
This alignment ensures a politically-feasible and coherent strategy that reinforces the
government’s stated priorities.

4.2 Policy Imperative 1: Promote Sustainable Urban
Planning and Environmental Stewardship

To counteract the drivers of urban vulnerability and harness opportunities for
sustainable growth, Somalia must integrate environmental stewardship into the core of
urban governance. This imperative is founded on three key actions:

o Develop National Urban Planning Law: Establish a binding federal framework
for land use and zoning to manage chaotic expansion in cities like Mogadishu.
This must explicitly protect environmental zones (floodplains, coasts) from
encroachment, a critical step for preventing the land conflicts that drive
displacement.

o Mandate Environmental Impact Assessments (EIAs): Require rigorous EIAs
for all major urban projects before approval. This ensures the environmental and
social risks of rapid development are identified and mitigated, building on existing
national policy.

o Prioritize Nature-Based Solutions (NBS): Combat flooding and the urban heat
island effect by incentivizing permeable surfaces, urban green spaces, and wetland
restoration. These cost-effective solutions provide co-benefits for public health,
biodiversity, and overall liveability.

4.3 Policy Imperative 2: Professionalizing the
Construction Sector for Safety and Quality

To combat unsafe building practices, a targeted strategy must formalize the sector and
align economic incentives with safety.

« Mandate a Somali-Specific Building Code: Enforce a single, practical national
building code, tailored to local materials, climate risks (e.g., floods, winds),
and seismic activity. Compliance is mandatory for all public and donor-funded
projects.

o Formalize the Informal Sector: Create simple, low-cost licensing for contractors
and construction firms. Offer incentives like tax benefits and access to public
tenders for those who register.

24 | Heritage Institute



Launch Practical, Accessible OHS Training: Mandatory on-site safety training
for Somalia’s largely untrained workforce. Certify workers and make it a
requirement for contractors bidding on public projects.

4.4 Policy Imperative 3: Build Systemic Resilience to
Climate Shocks

A comprehensive and multi-layered strategy is essential to embed climate risk
reduction into the core frameworks of urban planning, infrastructure development,
and community engagement.

Mainstream Flood Resilience into Urban Planning: Mandate flood risk
assessments and use resulting maps to strictly prohibit new construction in high-
risk zones.

Prioritize and Integrate Critical Infrastructure: Launch a long-term, funded
national plan to restore, upgrade, and maintain urban drainage and sewage
systems, directly addressing the primary causes of flooding and public health
crises.

Empower Communities with Local Resilience Action Plans: Support
participatory planning in informal settlements to enable communities to identify
risks and co-develop context-specific adaptation strategies.

Establish Inclusive Early Warning and Response Systems: Develop and
disseminate effective, standardized, and clear early warning messages via radio,
TV, mobile networks, and social media. These warnings must be directly linked
to well-rehearsed evacuation plans specifically designed to protect the most
vulnerable groups.

For the proposed policy framework to succeed, technical solutions must be
underpinned by strategic enablers that address Somalia’s unique governance, financial,
and social realities. Effective implementation requires a holistic approach focused on
four integrated pathways:

Overcoming institutional fragmentation is the foremost priority. This requires
legally mandating clear roles and coordination mechanisms between federal,
state, and municipal authorities. Key entities—from the federal Ministry of Public
Works to municipal planning offices—must be reinforced with adequate funding
and technical capacity to enforce regulations and lead integrated planning.
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» Mobilize resilience financing through mandatory code compliance for all projects,
dedicated domestic revenue streams like property taxes, and targeted access to
climate funds and existing funds.

o To build trust and prevent conflict, urban development must foster social
cohesion. This requires planning that guarantees equitable services for all
neighborhoods and integrates transparent systems to resolve land disputes.

« Sustainable resilience requires genuine community ownership. This means
formally integrating structures like District Development Committees into the
planning process and granting them real authority, resources, and training to
ensure local knowledge shapes durable, context-specific solutions.

By systematically integrating these cross-cutting strategies, Somalia can build the
necessary capacity, trust, and resources to translate policy into practice. This holistic
effort is essential for transforming urban centers from zones of risk into engines of
equitable and sustainable growth, directly supporting the national goals outlined in
the conclusion that follows.

Somalia’s rapidly-growing cities have the potential to support economic development
and improve the quality of life for its people. However, if this urban expansion is

not carefully planned and effectively managed, it could lead to serious challenges

such as environmental degradation, social inequality, and infrastructure strain. This
paper shows that climate risks, weak institutions, and fast urban growth in Somalia
are working together to create ongoing problems. The issues of uncontrolled city
expansion, damage to the environment, and informal building practices are not
separate. They are closely linked and point to a deeper problem—a lack of strong
leadership and planning. This gap in governance continues to cause serious challenges
and increases the risk of future disasters.

The human cost of inaction is quantified in plain terms: a workforce where 73.3%

lack safety training; catastrophic events where 98% of shelters in high-risk zones were
destroyed; and tragedies where over 75% of fatalities occurred in informal structures.
These are not mere statistics—they are a definitive mandate for transformative change.
Breaking this cycle requires an integrated, data-driven policy response that is squarely
aligned with Somalia’s national ambitions, namely the National Transformation Plan
(2025-2029) and the National Climate Change Policy.
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The pathway to resilience must be built on three core pillars:

 Sustainable urban planning and environmental stewardship, anchored by a
National Urban Planning Law to protect ecological zones and guide development.

« Professionalizing the construction sector through a unified national building code
and formalization to align economic incentives with human safety.

 Building systemic climate resilience by mainstreaming flood risk mapping and
nature-based solutions into the heart of urban investment.

The success of this framework depends on critical cross-cutting enablers: strengthened
governance to close the enforcement gap, innovative financing and partnerships to
fund resilience, and genuine community ownership to ensure solutions are sustainable
and equitable. Urban resilience is not a secondary concern but a fundamental
prerequisite for Somalia’s peace, prosperity, and sustainable development.

The choice is clear: continue the current path of risky, informal urbanization, or seize
this moment to invest intentionally in safer, more planned cities. By adopting this
comprehensive approach, Somalia can transform its urban centres from epicentres of
risk into powerful engines of inclusive growth and climate resilience.
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