
 

The future of Pacific developing member countries (DMCs) will be shaped by the development of 
its urban centers. The region’s cities and towns serve as hubs for business, jobs, and public services 
administration. However, because of the concentration of people, infrastructure, and economic 
activities, urban areas are highly vulnerable to natural hazards and climate change extremes, and 
Pacific DMCs are especially at risk because of their small size, remoteness, fragile biodiversity, low 
elevations, and large coastal populations.

Unchecked urban growth will cause the human and economic costs of natural disasters and climate 
change in the Pacific region to rise. if resilience to these risks is not built up through (i) better urban 
management, (ii) improved urban services, (iii) adaptation and mitigation measures in planning 
and infrastructure design, (iv) capacity development, and (v) improved coordination among key 
stakeholders that will entail their active participation in the urban planning process.

SUSTAINABLE URBAN DEVELOPMENT IN THE PACIFIC

MOVING FROM RISK TO RESILIENCE

Drivers of Risk
The Pacific is one of the world’s most natural hazard-prone 
regions. Pacific DMCs are located within the geologically 
active “Ring of Fire,” and many are also in the South Pacific 
tropical cyclone belt. The geography and geology of these 
countries expose them to hydrometeorological events 
including floods, cyclones, storm surges, and droughts; 
and geophysical events such as earthquakes, volcanic 
eruptions, and tsunamis.

The Pacific region is also experiencing higher 
temperatures, changing rainfall patterns, and varying 
frequencies of natural disasters and sea-level rise. 
According to the Australian Pacific Climate Change 
Science Program, over the past 50 years temperatures 
have increased by 0.08°C to 0.20°C per decade. Rainfall 
has increased northeast of the South Pacific Convergence 
Zone but has declined to the south. Pacific Ocean surface 
temperatures have generally increased since 1950. Parts of 
the western Pacific have experienced the world’s fastest 
rate of sea-level rise (10 millimeters/year); this is projected 
to continue rising until 2030.

A single disaster event has the potential to erode 
years of economic development gains by damaging 
critical infrastructure. A disaster diverts resources from 
development spending, such as for health and education 
services, toward disaster response and reconstruction. 
In the Pacific, average annual direct losses from natural 
disaster events are estimated at $284 million.1 

Urbanization, Natural Hazards, and Climate Change
Urban areas in Pacific towns and cities are home to about 
46% of the region’s population as of 2011 (excluding 
predominantly rural Papua New Guinea and Timor-
Leste). Rapid and unplanned urbanization in the region 
has exceeded the capacity of many Pacific DMCs to 
manage growth. This has resulted in inadequate basic 
services to urban residents, a growing number of informal 
settlements, increasing pressure on existing infrastructure, 
and environmental degradation.

Urban development problems in Pacific DMCs 
are typical of those faced elsewhere in Asia, such as 
lack of financing for infrastructure, weak institutional 
arrangements, ineffective urban management, and 
lack of technical and planning capacity to manage  the  
challenges  that  accompany  urban  growth.  As  a result, 
Pacific DMCs are more vulnerable to natural disasters 
and climate change impacts due to their lower adaptive 
capacity. Poor households tend to be the most vulnerable 
of all.

There is growing recognition that both disaster 
risk management and climate change adaptation 
efforts must be concerned with reducing the 
vulnerability of communities and assets to 
the impacts of current and future natural 
hazards and climate extremes.

1 World Bank. 2011. Pacific Catastrophe Risk Assessment and Financing Initiative. Pacific Disaster 
Risk Financing and Insurance Program Briefing Note. Washington DC.



Promoting Sustainable Urban Development
Sustainable urban development in Pacific DMCs requires 
strengthening urban planning and management, as well 
as assessing natural hazard and climate change risks. 
Responding to these risks becomes part of an integrated 
urban development process through the following:
 Undertaking an urban risk assessment that involves 

identifying potential hazards and assessing vulnerability 
of people, property, and infrastructure to these risks. 
Vulnerability assessments, satellite imagery, aerial 
photos, topographic maps, and quantitative data are 
helpful tools. 

 Promoting risk-sensitive land use planning based 
on the principle that, to the greatest extent possible, 
development should be avoided in high-risk “hot 
spots” that are exposed to natural hazards and climate 
extremes. Risk-sensitive land use planning incorporates 
hazard and vulnerability assessments, and includes 
zoning and development controls—e.g., prohibiting 
development within a certain distance from the 
shoreline—as implementing tools.

 Integrating planning among urban infrastructure 
sectors and designing climate resilient infrastructure 
through natural hazard mitigation or climate proofing 
measures. Building codes also provide a useful 
regulatory tool to ensure that all structures comply with 
minimum requirements that address risk. Application 
of hazard and climate change risk information can be 
used to screen and assess vulnerability of proposed 
investments to the impacts of climate change and 
natural hazards.

 Restoring natural ecosystem functions and services 
to reduce exposure to natural hazard and climate 
change impacts in urban areas. For example, mangrove 
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reforestation, or banning aggregate mining on 
beaches, may provide a more cost-effective option than 
constructing seawalls to reduce impacts from storm 
surges and sea-level rise. Slope stabilization through 
reforestation can protect urban settlements from rainfall 
runoff, flooding, and landslides.

 Strengthening coordination and participation of 
stakeholders that will also involve communities and 
traditional landowners in the urban development 
decision-making process.

 Capacity building on urban management and risk 
assessment that will cover basic urban planning, 
developing and interpreting climate-related and 
disaster risk information, designing and applying 
risk assessment tools, risk prevention measures, 
implementing and strengthening building standards, 
developing best practices, and awareness raising of 
policy makers and enforcers.

Nadi, Fiji floods in 2009
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