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Past and ongoing research shows that African cities remain one of the vulnerable zones of climate change, yet the
least prepared. With an expected increase in climate change impacts coupled with rapid urbanization in African
cities, this paper inquires: what if more attention is devoted to urban planning in the efforts towards addressing
climate change issues and building resilient urban futures in Africa? Using available and relevant literature and
Ghana as a case study, it argues that it is about time African cities begin to address climate change through urban
planning. This paper anayzes the unexplored potentials of urban planning in addressing issues of climate change
in the continent, and makes recommendations for the engagement of urban planning in developing resilient
African cities.

1. Introduction
In 2019, the Washington Post ranked African nations as the most
susceptible to changing climate, and the most ill-prepared in the world
(Washington Post, 2019). While Fig. 1 shows that climate change im
pacts are widespread across urban and regional Africa with the World
Economic Forum in 2018 describing Africa as being in the eye of the
climate change storm, the continent’s rapidly growing conurbations
remain the worst defenseless worldwide (Dahir, 2018). Since the 1990s,
African cities have experienced unimaginable impacts of climate
change (Cobbinah and Addaney, 2019), and today 79 out of the 86
African cities that are among the rapidly expanding conurbations in the
world are challenged with extreme risk due to climate change
(Hewston, 2018). Given the sea level rise, warming temperatures, er
ratic precipitation regimes causing catastrophic flooding and prolonged
droughts and threatening rapidly-expanding populations and invest
ment opportunities, building resilience is the continent’s primary surebet of survival (see Broto, 2014). Yet, national governments’ commit
ments to implementing urban resilience strategies have not been en
couraging (see Cobbinah and Addaney, 2019) despite being signatories
to all transnational climate treaties (e.g., the 2016 Paris climate accord,
1995 Kyoto Protocol). To enable this global response particularly in
Africa, the UN Secretary-General António Guterres in 2019 convened a
climate meeting attended by world leaders, the private organizations
and civil society representatives to intensify and quicken action on
climate change. This summit emphasized six key areas of consideration
among which cities and resilience were paramount (United Nations,
2019).

Targeted investment in urban resilience strategies will not only
enhance urban living but also improve adaptation, minimize climate
change related impacts, and support other infrastructure development
across growing African conurbations. Poku-Boansi and Cobbinah
(2018) note that investment in city resilience remains an approach for
operative and well-organized strategy to managing risks and impacts
associated with climate change. The scale of impacts associated with
climate change in Africa, and the opportunities presented by climate
resilient cities – i.e. developing a capacity for an urban system to
contain shocks and stresses generated by climate change while main
taining its functionality by adapting, reorganizing and evolving into an
aspired and improved state (Folke, 2006) – require scholarly attention.
Given Africa’s stature as a continent hosting fastest growing cities,
and the possible socio-environmental transformations that may emerge
from the increased resilience building, the objective of this paper is to
offer an insider viewpoint that signals urban planning academics and
policy-makers to probable consequences of embracing resilience for
urban development and addressing climate change in Africa through
urban planning. Urban planning, as used in this analysis, refers to a
highly political activity generally involving characterization of con
ceptual norms for space and how these norms are applied in space
through state control (Korah et al., 2017; Levy, 2016). Refocusing
planning practitioners on the implications of their work for human
health and well-being (Barton and Tsourou, 2013), urban planning in
corporates formal, procedural, and normative principles as well as the
process of actualizing these ideas (Alfasi & Portugali, 2007; De Roo,
2010). It is within this understanding that this paper demonstrates the
importance of urban planning in advancing climate resilient action in
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Fig. 1. Evidence of climate change in Sub-Saharan (1950-2009).
Source: Henderson et al. (2017, p.61)

African cities. This analysis will therefore be of interest to researchers
dealing with general climate resilient-focused development matters in
Africa’s urban space.

findings were reported in Luanda (Angola) where the population is
expected to grow by 3.7 % (Hewston, 2018). These high-risk cities al
ready encounter everyday struggles to achieve their fundamental in
frastructure requirements such as social amenities and disaster man
agement structures, with extremely defenseless inhabitants (Korah and
Cobbinah, 2016; Simon, 2014). Considering the current and projected
population and climate change threats, the burden on vital amenities in
these cities will only deepen. As a result of growing climate and po
pulation pressures, urban studies scholars demand timely intervention
to safeguard this climatically fragile urban space (Cobbinah and
Addaney, 2019; Hewston, 2018).
Despite widespread climate change impacts and growing vulner
ability, urban Africa struggles to build resilience. Cobbinah et al. (2015)
identify capacity constraints of African cities in relation to resources
(both logistics and personnel) to ensure the implementation of resi
lience approaches in order to adequately address and adjust to the
emerging challenges. As a consequence, flood events have become more
frequent and catastrophic, urban poverty is on the rise (UN-Habitat,
2010), vulnerable population occupation in the urban space is in
creasing (Cobbinah et al., 2015), and unrelenting economic hardship
(Potts, 2009) creating difficult and uncertain future. For example, in
Dar es Salaam (Tanzania), research indicates that approximately 70 %
of the residents reside in slums and/or unplanned communities lacking
essential services (Jenkins et al., 2014), located in zones (e.g., wet
lands) serving as nature reserve and defenses against natural occur
rences including flooding. Despite Africa’s negligible contribution to
climate change (about 4% of the global total emisions in 2017), the
continent is faced with increased threat as global emissions are in
creasing (Dahir, 2018). In 2019, many African leaders, the business
community and civil-society representatives congregated for Africa
Climate Week 2019 to discuss strategies for consolidating multi- and
trans-sector approach to addressing climate change. There was a con
sensus among participants on the urgency to bring into line climate
change strategies with city level development plans and to guarantee
local and global financial support to execute action plans on climate
change (Washington Post, 2019). This summit is one of several summits
and agreements that African governments are signatories to. The pre
sent state of African cities does not suggest any positives from these
public showcasing (see Cobbinah et al., 2015). At this point, there is no
guarantee that with the needed external funding support, African cities
will be able to build climate resilience, as that requires considerable
political will and resources, in addition to popular support recognizing
the need for climate action prioritization.

2. Climate resilience and urban development
Africa contains the main remaining strand of the 100 rapidly
growing global conurbations which are ranked as ‘extreme risk’ in the
climate change vulnerability index (see Fig. 2). Unfortunately, these
cities are also experiencing increasing urban population explosion,
consisting of 15 national capitals and many of Africa’s major com
mercial hubs, including Kampala (Uganda), where the population is
expected to rise by an average of 5.1 % between 2018 and 2035; Dar-esSalaam (Tanzania) population will grow by 4.8 %, Abuja and Lagos
(Nigeria) population will grow by 4.5 % and 3.5 % respectively; with
Addis Ababa (Ethiopia) recording 4.3 % in population growth. Similar

Fig. 2. Population distribution in Africa.
Source: Pravettoni (2011)
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Cobbinah, 2018) indicates that Ghanaian cities are highly vulnerable
and least prepared in terms of building resilience for future shocks.
Interesting, several studies (e.g., Adarkwa, 2012; Quagraine, 2011)
have proposed a number of strategies for developing resilient futures:
for example, considerable attention to all important land uses including
green spaces, nature reserves, and open spaces, as well as adherence to
urban development protocols.
Underlying these resilience recommendations is the relevance of
urban planning. Unfortunately, Darkwah et al. (2018) characterize
urban planning in Ghanaian cities as one of a knee-jerk reaction to
emergencies and disasters, delivering limited meaningful outcomes.
Ghana’s experience with urban planning dates back to the 1877 when it
was introduced by the British during European colonization to address
issues of poor hygiene and sanitation in Accra, Ghana’s national capital
(Quarcoopome, 1993). With the introduction of the Town and Country
Planning Ordinance (Cap 84) and the establishment of the Town and
Country Planning Department, a national approach to urban planning
emerged to promote sustainable development of human settlements
(Cobbinah & Korah, 2016; Fuseini and Kemp, 2015). Further legislative
and policy frameworks such as the Local Government Act of 1993 (Act
462) - now Local Governance Act of 2016 (Act 936) -, National De
velopment Planning Systems Act of 1994 (Act 480), the Land Use and
Spatial Planning Act 2016 (Act 925) and the National Urban Policy
Framework (2012), and the National Building Regulation Act (LI 1630)
were introduced as part of the evolving governance system to support
urban planning.
Despite the availability of the urban planning administrative fra
mework and legislation, Ghanaian cities remain a product of planning
systems' inadequacies (e.g., poorly resourced urban planning agencies),
land management distortions (e.g., land tenure challenges),

Table 1
Population Growth Trajectory of Major Ghanaian cities.
Source: Various censuses of Ghana Statistical Service (1970, 1984, 2000, 2010)
*Projections based on 2010 population census.
City

1970

1984

2000

2010

2020*

Accra
Kumasi
Sekondi-Takoradi
Tamale
Cape Coast
Tema
Koforidua
Ho
Sunyani
Wa
Bolgatanga

624,091
346,336
143,982
83,653
56,601
60,767
46,235
24,199
23,780
13,740
18,896

969,195
469,628
188,203
135,952
65,763
100,052
58,731
37,777
38,834
36,067
32,495

1,658,937
1,170,270
289,595
202,317
82,291
141,479
87,315
61,658
61,992
66,644
49,162

2,070,463
2,035,064
539,548
371,351
169,894
139,784
120,971
104,532
74,240
71,051
65,549

3,070,463
3,035, 064
946,000
642,000
259,894
155,782
156,266
149,998
80,299
78,107
74,430

3. Climate resilience in African cities: the Ghanaian experience
Ghanaian cities are increasingly exposed to the impacts of climate
change and unplanned urbanization (Darkwah et al., 2018). As pre
sented in Table 1, major cities such as Accra, Kumasi, Sekondi-Takoradi
and Tamale are fast urbanizing and sprawling into neighbouring dis
tricts. An outcome of this uncontrolled growth has been the destruction
and pollution of water resources, encroachment and change of use of
nature reserves, rapid decline in urban agricultural land, increased
demand for energy and adoption of unsustainable energy options
(Korah and Cobbinah, 2016). Similarly, these cities are exposed to the
impacts of climate change such as damaging flood events (see Table 2).
Available literature (e.g., Darkwah et al., 2018; Poku-Boansi and
Table 2
Chronology of some devastating flood events in Ghana.
Source: Adapted from Daily Guide (2015) cited in Gough et al. (2019, p.163).
Date

Nature/Characteristics

Impact

Regional Spread

4 July 1968
29 June 1971
5 July 1991

Accra recorded heaviest rainfall in nine years
Downpour started midnight
Downpour started midnight

Accra
Sekondi-Takoradi
Accra

13 June 1997

Intermittent downpour for two days

1999

Floods swept through some regions in Ghana

Normal life of the city brought to standstill
Houses collapsed, thousands of people rendered homeless
Flooding of low-lying areas of Accra, commuters and vehicles
affected, power installation damaged
Flooding of Accra threatened to cut off communities in various
parts of the city
300,000 people affected

2007

Floods in some regions

307,127 people affected

5 May 2010
22 June 2010
24 June 2010
14 October 2010

Two hours of stormy rainfall
Nation’s worst flood disaster
Floods
Flooding due to torrential rains and opening of
Bagre dam in Burkina Faso
Flooding in Central Gonja District
Flooding Afram plains

Parts of the city and its streets submerged in water
35 deaths
3 bridges collapsed
161,000 people displaced

18 October 2010
2 November 2010
24 February 2011

18 and 28 June 2018

Heavy rains from 9.30 pm to 3 am, 71.5 mm of
rain
Heavy downpour
Heavy rains
More than 10 h downpour
Heavy rains
Devastating flood with 212.8 mm of rainfall
recorded
Heavy rains and thunderstorms

7 April 2019

Heavy rains

14 April 2019
30 May 2019

Heavy rains
Heavy rains and strong winds with 78 mm of
rainfall in Accra
Heavy rains

1 November 2011
31 May 2013
6 June 2014
4 July 2014
3 June 2015

28 October 2019

55 communities submerged following overflow of Lake Volta
2800 people displaced from 120 villages and towns along Lake
Volta; 850 buildings, farms, markets and roads affected
Many communities affected – either submerged or properties
washed away
14 deaths and 43,087 people affected
Flooding in parts of the city
Flooding of several parts of the city
Several low-lying areas flooded
over 150 lives lost, destruction of properties and displacing
hundreds of people.
deaths of 14 people, displacement of 34,076 others, and damaged
properties estimated at $168,289
Flooding in several parts of the city, and 38 houses destroyed.
Five deaths, 200 people displaced
Flash flooding. Seven lives lost
Five people died in Ngyeresia community, three lives lost in
Accra, overflow of Odaw river in Accra
Flooding in parts of the city. A bridge collapsed in Agbogba,
Accra-Tema Motorway closed

3

Accra
Upper West, East, Northern, BrongAhafo, Volta Regions
Upper West, Upper East, Northern
Regions
Central Accra, Ofankor, Begoro
Across Ghana
Agona Swedru, Central Region
Nationwide
Northern Region
Kwahu North, South, East in Afram
Plains
Accra
Accra
Accra
Accra
Accra
Accra
Accra, Kumasi
Accra, Ho, Kumasi
Accra
Accra and Western Region
Accra
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counterproductive institutional roles (e.g., traditional authorities
playing the role of urban planning agencies) and limited public
knowledge on urban planning issues in Ghana (Adarkwa, 2012;
Cobbinah, 2017; Fuseini and Kemp, 2015). As a result, Ghanaian cities
continue to experience increased vulnerability to climate change as
urban planning that produces resilient futures is lacking. Ghanaian ci
ties have become zones of accumulated stresses (e.g., housing chal
lenges) and unexpected shocks (e.g., floods) (see Darkwah et al., 2018),
requiring fundamental paradigm shift.

climate change. Within the context of building climate resilient African
cities, Davidoff (1965) explains that urban planning would produce
resilient futures when it promotes inclusivity rather than exclusivity in
relation to residents’ participation in planning, development, and
management. While some (e.g. Jain, 2014; Njoh, 2003) believe that
urban planning provides an important mechanism for exercising control
and power, others (e.g. Forester, 1999) are concerned about the limited
inclusive position of urban planning, particularly in Africa where it fails
to guarantee fair representation of the various parts of the urban space
especially those living in informal and slum communities.
Urban planning remains a dynamic and multi-faceted process and
requires a robust mixture and combination of diverse proposals to
realize productive urban solution (Beltrão, 2013). These proposals
comprise negotiations and compromises between political considera
tions, diverse stakeholder aspirations and spatial planning protocols.
With an inclusive approach to urban planning, there is a careful con
sideration for how environmental (healthy water/sanitation and vul
nerable locations), social (inclusive housing, and social amenities),
cultural (locally accepted), economic (close proximity to formal/in
formal employment opportunities), financial (public and private re
sources), institutional (policies/regulations and capacity), and physical
components (land and infrastructure) can be combined in a commu
nicative and democratic manner to produce resilient urban environ
ment. Unfortunately, urban planning in Africa frequently fends off ne
gotiations, compromises, and innovative ways of engagement especially
between political considerations and community aspirations. Mean
while urban planning remains the foundation of all types of urban de
velopment (Sustainable Development Solutions Network., 2013), and
that getting urban planning right can lead to production of climate
resilient futures.
It is worth acknowledging that some African countries including
Tanzania, Nigeria, Uganda, Zambia and Gambia, are making efforts
toward inclusive planning. As reported by Okpala (2009), Zimbabwe
embarked on legislative and institutional reforms to broaden and de
mocratize the process of urban planning by enabling considerable in
volvement and participation of the people in the planning process. Also
in Nigeria, Okpala (2009) observes local stakeholder consultations in
urban structure planning projects involving cities of Awka, Nnewi, and
Onitsha all in the Anambra State. These inclusive approaches are signs
of optimism for the future as an inclusive urban planning produces
public awareness and aids climate change management preparations.
While these attempts are emerging in urban planning practice in
Africa and are a positive first step toward building climate resilient
futures, inclusiveness is not only an act of consultation. Diaw et al.
(2002) observation indicates that while consultation is not an un
common act, many stakeholders such as non-governmental agencies
and community-based organizations are not adequately engaged in
decision-making as inclusiveness is characterized as a constraint to fast
decision-making, administrative and delivery process, and in some in
stances compels decisions to be reached mostly by technocrats. In this
case, despite the popularization of urban residents’ voice and other
stakeholders in urban planning in recent times, many people experience
exclusion particularly the poor, disabled, children and the aged, in
urban planning in Africa. A significant militating factor to inclusive
urban planning in Africa relates to the capacity inadequacies and
African governments’ ill-commitments, particularly at the national
level, to strengthen urban planning institutions – in relation to au
tonomy, resources, and personnel – and encourage improved people’s
participation in the planning process. To improve and overcome the
present urban planning challenges in building climate resilient cities,
the next section provides some strategies to facilitate urban planning’s
role in promoting inclusive climate resilient cities in Africa.

4. The role of urban planning in building climate resilient African
cities
Fundamentally, urban planning should result in the production of
functional and inclusive urban spaces where residents’ needs are ful
filled, aspirations met, and their capacity to innovate enabled without
compromising the urban ecological and cultural integrity and spatial
systems (Lwasa and Kinuthia-Njenga, 2012). Within the framework of
developing climate resilient cities, urban planning in Africa should re
main the basis for the determination of quality of urban life, and further
produce a decision-making mechanism to appropriately respond to, and
manage urban crises particularly those relating to climate change in
most vulnerable zones within the urban space. In a time of climate
uncertainty and rapid urban population growth, the state of health and
survival of African cities are largely contingent on urban planning that
produces infrastructure inclusiveness – in terms of provision of and
access to basic goods and services – and promotes spatial integration
through land use patterns that consider both formal and informal
spaces. In fact, this is consistent with the Habitat Agenda of 1996
Principle 4.
Yet, with current urban planning in Africa epitomized by less in
clusivity and production of undesirable urban spaces – e.g., destruction
of open spaces and nature reserves, traffic congestion, growth in slums,
uncontrolled urban sprawl, destruction of water ways/bodies
(Cobbinah et al., 2015), it is perhaps reasonable to argue that the
creation of climate resilient cities is a mirage. Urban planning in Africa
is at the crossroads, and, as argued by Lwasa and Kinuthia-Njenga
(2012), this is the period innovation in planning is required to decon
struct the perpetual production of problematized urban spaces. It is in
this regard that this paper provides two ways to engender urban
planning’s usefulness in producing climate resilient futures in African
cities: (i) creation of inclusive climate resilient cities; and (ii) produc
tion of climate sensitive spatial plans.
4.1. Creation of inclusive climate resilient cities
With large slum populations, African cities are increasingly vul
nerable to climate change. Promoting inclusiveness in climate resilience
thinking has the tendency to produce renew optimism in managing
climate change impacts. While inclusivity in urban planning is a recent
concept emerging from the activities of civil society organizations and
other stakeholders (Okpala, 2009), it has come to reflect public parti
cipation or community participation in the planning process (e.g. Ma
ginn, 2007). Emphasizing its importance in urban planning, Beltrão
(2013) explains that a city without inclusive approach to planning
cannot deliver resilient future outcomes. An inclusive approach to
urban planning considers community orientation particularly for those
in informal communities often lacking an organized voice (Jain, 2014):
supports transparency and accountability; promotes collaboration be
tween civil society, governments, and private sector stakeholders; and
encourages political empowerment of the disempowered.
A focus on inclusive approach to planning creates a platform for the
poor and the disempowered in the urban environment to be cared for
and questions the existing predominant planning regimes. It is therefore
all about promoting equal values and setting a stage for stakeholder
engagement to address ongoing and emerging urban issues, including

4.2. Adopting inclusiveness as urban planning strategy
Urban planning experiences across Africa is an indication of limited
4
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recognition of inclusiveness as an urban strategy. In most African cities,
it is common to identify important planning documents ranging from
long, medium, and short-term plans to United Nations country-level
plans, which provide a framework for socioeconomic and spatial de
velopment. In the face of climate uncertainty, it is timely that inclu
siveness is recognized as an urban planning strategy and reflected in
major planning documents guiding development. With inclusiveness as
an urban planning strategy, it will ensure that all protocols required to
produce resilient urban spaces including infrastructure and social ser
vices provision, and generation of economic opportunities are fairly
implemented, as well as actualization of people’s aspirations in plan
ning practice. In this sense, inclusiveness as an urban planning strategy
would ensure political commitment to urban welfare providing a rea
sonable basis for accelerated socioeconomic development and climate
resilient cities in the future.

climate resilient cities. Learning from the Ghanaian case study where
there is availability of ample planning legislation but no practical re
sults, this paper suggests that African governments ought to effectively
cooperate with planning institutions, private sector, and other plan
ning-related stakeholders particularly the urban populace in delivering
reforms to current planning protocols to make them relevant to present
local conditions, including climate change risks.
4.5. Promoting maintenance via monitoring
African cities are largely faced with the poor maintenance culture in
terms of infrastructure and services. This situation limits them to ef
fectively respond to climate change impacts in an inclusive and fair
manner, frequently leading to communities within the urban space
being cut off from the other parts of the city through, for example,
climate change impacts (e.g. floods). This strategy of promoting
maintenance through monitoring in urban planning is important in
determining that effects and indices of planning orders are consistent
and reflect the expectations and interests of every actor, particularly the
urban populace. Cobbinah and Darkwah (2017) note that monitoring
does not only produce expected planning results, but importantly it
guarantees the non-repetition of previous failures, thus producing de
sired planning outcomes. As such, an improved maintenance culture
can be achieved when monitoring is a planning agenda, ensuring checks
and balances in the process, and can contribute to inclusive resilient
cities.
While it is hoped that the above proposals may lead to a more in
clusive urban planning across the continent, it is worth mentioning that
the advancement of inclusive urban planning is unlikely to deliver
climate resilient cities without consideration to spatial planning (see
Beltrão, 2013).

4.3. A focus on multiple stakeholders and sectors
A focus on multiple stakeholders and sectors in the urban environ
ment will lead to inclusiveness in two ways: first, it provides a frame
work to guarantee equal and considerable attention in planning to all
important actors, particularly weaker and vulnerable residents (e.g.
poor, aged, disabled, and children) with limited visibility and over
looked interests. Second, an inclusive approach to urban planning
generates attention and focus on all critical sectors of the urban
economy (e.g., economic, social, environment, and institutional). The
extent of interaction between these sectors of the urban economy is
important to building inclusive climate resilient cities. As previously
discussed, inclusiveness remains a process of providing equal oppor
tunities irrespective of an individual’s socioeconomic standing, and
transcends economic opportunities to all aspects of human life and
urban functionality with the aim of ensuring the realization of in
dividual’s full life potentials. This proposal for inclusive urban planning
is particularly central for vulnerable people, and often neglected sectors
of the African economy (e.g. environment, culture). As explained by
Cobbinah and Darkwah (2017), despite these groups and sectors con
stituting significant part of Africa’s urban population and urban space
respectively, their profile is mostly missing in urban planning. In this
case, it is important for urban planning agencies and governments in
Africa to recognize these groups and sectors and develop a database on
them, in terms of their needs and management requirements. Census
reports, qualitative studies, situational analysis, and stakeholder con
sultations may provide a good start for identifying the various vulner
able groups and sectors. Political and community level participation
may provide vital information for appreciating the status and role of
these vulnerable groups, and further provide an understanding of ways
of strengthening their resilience.

5. Production of climate sensitive spatial plans
Building climate resilient cities in Africa requires considerable at
tention to and use of land. Promoting spatially integrated urban de
velopment that responds to the formal and informal environments and
transcends the city boundary to the city-wide region provides a
pathway to addressing challenges associated with incongruous
morphologies characterizing African cities (Habitat Agenda, 1996).
Research (e.g., Cobbinah et al., 2015b) suggests that urban planning
practice in Africa could still produce climate resilient urban spaces
characterized by efficient and sustainable spatially organized cities
amid rapid population explosion and climate challenges. A regional
planning approach, spatially considering adjoining districts, can further
engender sustainable urban development and climate resilience out
comes in rapidly evolving conurbation (UN-Habitat, 2009). As ex
plained by Okpala (2009), the absence of a spatially integrated urban
spaces that directs urban population and physical growth in co
ordinated manner would increase the vulnerability of cities to climate
change related events. In this context, urban planning practice in Africa
should go beyond city level planning to integrate the adjourning dis
tricts in a regional planning framework to ensure that there is a con
certed approach to planning and managing urban conurbations. This
has the potential of addressing issues of slum proliferation and urban
vulnerability to climate change impacts.
Unfortunately, the present uncontrolled and unplanned morpholo
gies across African cities remain a threat to climate resilience and re
source efficiency in terms of providing basic services (Cobbinah et al.,
2015b). The city of Lagos (Nigeria) lost huge sums of financial re
sources in equipment, structures, road facilities, and other infra
structure due to spatially fragmented developments (Okpala, 2009).
The Lagos situation lends credence to The Economic Commission for
Europe (1986) claim that that the lack of spatially integrated urban
planning and regulations across the world, irrespective of the degree of
socioeconomic status, may produce unsurmountable urban planning

4.4. Reconsideration of current urban planning regimes
Another important aspect of African urban planning requiring at
tention to promote inclusive climate resilient cities is the various
planning protocols (i.e. legal frameworks, and mode of operations).
Cobbinah and Darkwah (2017) explain that the current practice of
urban planning in Africa remains considerably a relic of colonization
with the British town planning system and the French planning regi
ment strongly dictating patterns of planning practice. Although, social
exclusion is denounced in, and democratic participation is guaranteed
in the constitutions and legal profiles of many African countries, fair
inclusion of all in political and economic engagement is lacking. A re
consideration of the existing regulation and legal framework governing
urban planning in African countries in the form of reform is a necessary
step to address structural hinderances to inclusiveness. A reconsidera
tion of urban planning protocols is likely to increase the urgency of
capacity development of urban planning institutions, in terms of
training, resources and personnel, to position them to deliver inclusive
5
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consequence that can only be addressed at a significant cost and con
siderable effort without any assurance of reasonable outcome.
Achieving climate resilience in cities therefore requires wisdom, effi
ciency, and effectiveness of urban planning with a focus on producing
spatially integrated urban environment, ensuring inclusiveness and
healthy environment for urban residents. Addressing issues of fastpaced urbanization and increasing climate change impacts in Africa
depends greatly on the production of inclusive urban systems that are
properly planned and spatially integrated.

positioned to collaborate with local populations living in risky en
vironment (Dodman et al., 2012). Unfortunately, urban planning ex
periences across the continent have not been positive, as they are
characterized by lack of good forms of planning due to colonial influ
ences and failure in global assistance and development organizations
efforts to resolve urban problems using development approaches that
are unresponsive to the African situation.
Given the current state of urban planning across African cities, it
does not appear that planning at the city level can counterbalance the
increasing climate change impacts that threaten the survival of African
cities. The hope for protecting the rapidly growing global cities in
Africa therefore relies on the capacity of urban planning to enhance
resilience to climate change impacts via inclusiveness and spatial in
tegration. It is unquestionable that more attention be focused on city
level planning initiatives. It is about time, as Simon (2014) indicates, to
consciously and critically engage with, and emphasize positive con
tributions of urban planning in addressing the changing climate and
delivering resilient urban futures in Africa.

6. Towards climate resilience-based urban Africa
The literature analysis suggests there is highly limited practical ef
forts towards climate resilience in African cities. Moreover, African
governments’ commitment to climate change is shrouded in the chal
lenge of meeting other perceived urgent development needs (Simon,
2014), rather than focusing on addressing climate change impacts.
Meanwhile addressing climate change through resilience thinking has
the potential to contribute to meeting other development needs as re
search (Ahern, 2011; Albers and Deppisch, 2012; Jabareen, 2013; Lu
and Stead, 2013; Poku-Boansi and Cobbinah, 2018; UNISDR, 2013)
shows that several countries, including Australia, Netherlands, New
Zealand, have successfully embraced resilience thinking in their de
velopment efforts. While African cities are not at the same level as those
of the Global North, this analysis has shown that that adequate con
sideration to urban planning has the tendency to spur renew optimism
in urban Africa as it would engender the production of the essential
capacity for conurbations to address and adjust to evolving transfor
mations in their economy, environment, infrastructure, and community
(Broto, 2014; Simon, 2014; Waters, 2012). This capacity of building
resilience in terms of conurbations natural and intrinsic social strengths
to reconstruct themselves has been demonstrated in research on dis
aster management (Campanella, 2006; Wallace and Wallace, 2008).
As earlier discussed, building climate resilience via urban planning
offers cities enormous opportunities to deal with climate change vul
nerabilities and adaptation. Of course, realizing this potential of resi
lience is not an undemanding task. Concerns have been expressed in
relation to resilience failing to produce the original state after dis
turbance, and that what emerges as the result of the former condition is
undesirable such as conflict and poverty (Meerow et al., 2016). Despite
these concerns, research indicates that building climate resilience cities
emphasizes innovation and technological advancement in urban
transformation which are required in managing climate change impacts
(e.g., Ernstson et al., 2010). Although current thinking and application
of resilient strategies have largely focused on the Global North, there is
some evidence of application in urban planning in Africa (e.g.,
Cartwright et al., 2012; Roberts, 2008; Waters, 2012). Thus, the worth
of building resilience cities via urban planning remains imperative in
Africa’s urban development, but improbable to be realized without
complete collaboration with, reform and commitment of urban plan
ning administrators and their protocols.
This analysis identifies urban planning as a critical tool in building
resilient cities in Africa, and that the accomplishment of creating re
silient conurbations is largely based on urban planning administrators,
their protocols and implementation requirements. Simon (2014) has
strongly maintained that for climate change to be addressed in African
cities, there is the need to engage with urban planning protocols at the
local city level. While there are calls for city planners to assume a
leadership role in addressing climate change through planning, prior
itization and valuation of plans (Wheeler et al., 2009), there is neglect
of the degree to which these strategies can or should be implemented in
African cities. A careful consideration of the strategies proposed in this
paper will enhance urban planning’s leadership role in addressing cli
mate change as it is a necessary requirement for climate resilience by
enabling context specific tailored solutions (see Broto, 2014). This will
promote a capable, and committed city administration that is well

7. Conclusion
It has been 21 years since Mileti applied the urban resilience con
cept in the planning discipline and argued that it remains fundamental
for urban disaster risk management (Mileti, 1999). Across African ci
ties, national and international policy initiatives indicate that govern
ments are committed to building resilient cities to protect urban po
pulations from current and future climate threats. Yet, attention on
other perceived urgent development needs has caused limited engage
ment to address climate change (Broto, 2014; Simon, 2014). This si
tuation has not resulted in any meaningful impact on climate change
management in African cities and requires a rethink in approach fo
cusing strongly on urban planning regimes, without which it is may not
be possible that current interventions will engender meaningful out
comes to address the climate change challenge. Nor will the current
initiatives, as demonstrated in the Ghanaian case, produce much in
terms of considerable socio-economic outcome for urban development.
As earlier discussed, although the fate of climate resilience in Africa
may currently hang in the state of uncertainty, increased attention to
urban planning that responds to community aspirations and city level
development is required to build resilient futures. This paper demon
strates that a focus on climate resilience via urban planning can lead to
improved service delivery, informed citizenry and political action
which are critical for managing changing climate impacts and im
proving living in urban Africa.
CRediT authorship contribution statement
Patrick Brandful Cobbinah: Conceptualization, Data curation,
Formal analysis, Writing - original draft, Writing - review & editing.
References
Adarkwa, K.K., 2012. The changing face of Ghanaian towns. African Rev. Econ. Finance 4
(1), 1–29.
Ahern, J., 2011. From fail-safe to safe-to-fail: sustainability and resilience in the new
urban world. Landsc. Urban Plan. 100 (1), 341–343.
Albers, M., Deppisch, S., 2012. Resilience in the light of climate change: Useful approach
or empty phrase for spatial planning? Eur. Plan. Stud. 1–13.
Alfasi, N., Portugali, J., 2007. Planning rules for a self-planned city. Planning theory 6 (2),
164–182.
Barton, H., Tsourou, C., 2013. Healthy Urban Planning. Routledge.
Beltrão, G., 2013. Urban planning and land management for promoting inclusive cities. A
report prepared for Ministry of Housing and Urban Poverty Alleviation. Asian
Development Bank Retrieved June 3, 2020, from. http://www.adb.org/sites/
default/files/project-document/81205/41609-012-tacr-01.pdf.
Broto, V., 2014. Planning for climate change in the African city. Int. Dev. Plan. Rev. 36
(3), 257–264.
Campanella, T.J., 2006. Urban resilience and the recovery of New Orleans. J. Am. Plan.
Assoc. 72 (2), 141–146.
Cartwright, A., Parnell, S., Oelofse, G., Ward, S., 2012. Climate change at the City scale:

6

Land Use Policy 100 (2021) 104948

P.B. Cobbinah

Korah, P.I., Cobbinah, P.B., Nunbogu, A.M., Gyogluu, S., 2017. Spatial plans and urban
development trajectory in Kumasi. Ghana. Geo J. 82 (6), 1113–1134.
Levy, J.M., 2016. Contemporary Urban Planning. Taylor & Francis.
Lu, P., Stead, D., 2013. Understanding the notion of resilience in spatial planning: a case
study of Rotterdam, the Netherlands. Cities 35 (0), 200–212. https://doi.org/10.
1016/j.cities.2013.06.001.
Lwasa, S., Kinuthia-Njenga, C., 2012. Reappraising urban planning and urban sustain
ability in East Africa. In: Polyzos, S. (Ed.), Urban Development. InTech, Croatia
Retrieved from http://www.intechopen.com/books/urban-development/re
appraising urban-planning-and-urban sustainability-in-east-africa.
Meerow, S., Newell, J.P., Stults, M., 2016. Defining urban resilience: a review. Landsc.
Urban Plan. 147, 38–49. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landurbplan.2015.11.011.
Mileti, D., 1999. Disasters by Design. Joseph Henry Press, Washington, DC.
Njoh, A., 2003. Planning in Contemporary Africa: the State, Town Planning and Society in
Cameroon. Ashgate, Aldershot, UK.
Okpala, D., 2009. Regional overview of the status of urban planning and planning
practice in anglophone (sub-saharan) African countries. Regional Study Prepared for
Revisiting Urban Planning: Global Report on Human Settlements. Retrieved May 22,
2020, from. http://unhabitat.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/07/GRHS.2009.
Regional.Anglophone.Africa.pdf.
Poku-Boansi, M., Cobbinah, P.B., 2018. Are we planning for resilient cities in Ghana? An
analysis of policy and planners’ perspectives. Cities 72, 252–260.
Pravettoni, R., 2011. Population Distribution in Africa. UNEP/GRID-Arendal. Retrieved
09/06/2020 from:. http://www.grida.no/graphicslib/detail/populationdistribution-in-africa_1709#.
Quagraine, V.K., 2011. Urban landscape depletion in the Kumasi metropolis. In: Adarkwa
(Ed.), Future of the Tree Towards Growth and Development of Kumasi. University
Printing Press KNUST, Kumasi, pp. 212–233.
Quarcoopome, S.S., 1993. A history of the urban development of Accra: 1877–1957. Res.
Rev. 9 (1–2), 20–32.
Roberts, D., 2008. Thinking globally, acting locally—institutionalizing climate change at
the local government level in Durban, South Africa. Environ. Urban. 20 (2), 521–537.
Simon, D., 2014. New evidence and thinking on urban environmental change challenges.
Int. Dev. Plan. Rev. 36 (2) v-xi.
Sustainable Development Solutions Network, 2013. Why the World Needs an Urban
Sustainable Development Goal. Retrieved May 19, 2020, from. https://
sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/2569130918-SDSN-Why-theWorld-Needs-an-Urban-SDG.pdf.
The Economic Commission for Europe, 1986. Human Settlements Situation in the ECE
Region Around 1980. United Nations, New York, NY.
UN-Habitat, 2009. Global Human Settlements Report: Planning Sustainable Cities.
Earthscan, London.
UN-Habitat, 2010. The State of African cities 2010: governance, inequality and Urban
Land markets. Nairobi, Kenya: United Nations Human Settlements Programme.
UNISDR, 2013. Making cities resilient: summary for policy makers. A Global Snapshot of
How Local Governments Reduce Disaster Risk – April 2013.
United Nations, 2019. Climate Change. Accessible here:. https://www.un.org/en/
sections/issues-depth/climate-change/.
Wallace, D., Wallace, R., 2008. Urban systems during disasters: factors for resilience. Ecol.
Soc. 13 (1), 18.
Washington Post, 2019. African Nations Are Among Those Most Vulnerable to Climate
Change. A New Survey Suggests They Are Also the Least Prepared. Accessible here:.
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2019/09/23/african-nations-are-amongthose-most-vulnerable-climate-change-new-survey-suggests-they-are-also-leastprepared/.
Waters, J.J.J., 2012. Reconsidering resilience in rapidly urbanising areas. In: Chelleri, L.,
Olazabal, M. (Eds.), Multidisciplinary Perspectives on Urban Resilience: A Workshop
Report. BC3, Basque Centre for Climate Change, pp. 59–65.
Wheeler, S.M., Randolph, J., London, J.B., 2009. Planning and climate change: an
emerging research agenda. Prog. Plann. 72 (1), 210–222.

impacts. Mitigation and Adaptation in Cape Town. Routledge, Abingdon.
Cobbinah, P.B., 2017. Managing cities and resolving conflicts: local people’s attitudes
towards urban planning in Kumasi. Ghana. Land Use Policy 68, 222–231. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.landusepol.2017.07.050.
Cobbinah, P.B., Darkwah, R.M., 2017. Toward a more desirable form of sustainable urban
development in Africa. Afr. Geogr. Rev. 36 (3), 262–285.
Cobbinah, P.B., Korah, P.I., 2016. Religion gnaws urban planning: the geography of
places of worship in Kumasi, Ghana. Int. J. Urban Sustain. Dev. 8 (2), 93–109.
Cobbinah, P.B., Erdiaw-Kwasie, M.O., Amoateng, P., 2015. Africa’s urbanisation:
Implications for sustainable development. Cities 47, 62–72.
Cobbinah, P.B., Addaney, M. (Eds.), 2019. The Geography of Climate Change Adaptation
in Urban Africa. Springer International Publishing.
Dahir, A.L., 2018. Africa’s Fastest-growing Cities are the most Vulnerable to Climate
Change Globally, World Economic Forum. Accessible here:. https://www.weforum.
org/agenda/2018/12/africa-s-fastest-growing-cities-are-the-most-vulnerable-toclimate-change-globally.
Darkwah, R.M., Cobbinah, P.B., Anokye, P.A., 2018. Contextualising urban resilience in
Ghana: local perspectives and experiences. Geoforum 94, 12–23.
Davidoff, P., 1965. Advocacy and pluralism in planning. In: Faludi, A. (Ed.), A Reader in
Planning Theory. Pergamon Press, Oxford, pp. 277–296.
De Roo, G., 2010. Being or becoming? That is the question! Confronting complexity with
contemporary planning theory. A planner’s encounter with complexity. pp. 19–40.
Diaw, K., Nnkya, T., Watson, V., 2002. Planning education in Sub-Saharan Africa: re
sponding to the demands of a changing context. Plan. Pract. Res. 17, 337–348.
Dodman, D., Bicknell, J., Satterthwaite, D. (Eds.), 2012. Adapting Cities to Climate
Change: Understanding and Addressing the Development Challenges. Routledge.
Ernstson, H., van der Leeuw, S.E., Redman, C.L., Meffert, D.J., Davis, G., Alfsen, C., et al.,
2010. Urban transitions: on urban resilience and human-dominated ecosystems.
Ambio A J. Hum. Environ. 39 (8), 531–545.
Folke, C., 2006. Resilience: the emergence of a perspective for social-ecological systems
analyses. Glob. Environ. Chang. Part A 16 (3), 253–267.
Forester, J., 1999. The Deliberative Practitioner: Encouraging Participatory Planning
Processes. The MIT Press, Cambridge, MA.
Fuseini, I., Kemp, J., 2015. A review of spatial planning in Ghana’s socio-economic de
velopment trajectory: a sustainable development perspective. Land Use Policy 47,
309–320.
Gough, K., Yankson, P., Wilby, R., Amankwaa, E., Abarike, M., Codjoe, S., Nabilse, C.,
2019. Vulnerability to extreme weather events in cities: implications for infra
structure and livelihoods. J. Br. Acad. 7 (2), 155–181. https://doi.org/10.5871/jba/
007s2.155.
Habitat Agenda, 1996. Agenda for sustainable development of human settlements. In:
Second UN Conference on Human Settlement. Habitat II, Istanbul, Turkey. Retrieved
May 28, 2020. from. http://ww2.unhabitat.org/declarations/ch-2a.htm.
Henderson, J.V., Storeygard, A., Deichmann, U., 2017. Has climate change driven urba
nization in Africa? J. Dev. Econ. 124, 60–82.
Hewston, R., 2018. 84% Of World’s Fastest Growing Cities Face ‘extreme’ Climate Change
Risks. Verisk Maplecroft. Accessible here:. https://www.maplecroft.com/insights/
analysis/84-of-worlds-fastest-growing-cities-face-extreme-climate-change-risks/.
Jabareen, Y., 2013. Planning the resilient city: concepts and strategies for coping with
climate change and environmental risk. Cities 31 (0), 220–229. https://doi.org/10.
1016/j.cities.2012.05.004.
Jain, A., 2014. Integrated urban design and planning for inclusive public space and cityregion connectivity and efficiency. January 4. Communitas Coalition for Sustainable
Cities and Regions in the New UN Development Agenda. Final Issue Paper.
Jenkins, M.W., Cumming, O., Scott, B., Cairncross, S., 2014. Beyond ‘improved’ towards
‘safe and sustainable’ urban sanitation: assessing the design, management and func
tionality of sanitation in poor communities of Dar es Salaam. Tanzania. J. Water
Sanitation and Hygiene for Development 4 (1), 131–141.
Korah, P.I., Cobbinah, P.B., 2016. Juggling through Ghanaian urbanisation: flood hazard
mapping of Kumasi. GeoJournal 1–18. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10708-016-9746-7.

7

