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Beyond the frontiers of disaster risk reduction; megacities and megaregions 
 
For the first time in history more than half of humanity lives in cities. The process of urbanization of 
Homo sapiens accelerated quite dramatically in these last few decades. As reported by the UN World 
Health Organization (2014): “By 1990, less than 40% of the global population lived in a city, but as of 
2010, more than half of all people lived in an urban area. Trends are that by 2050, 7 out of every 10 people 
will live in a city.” Moreover, we tend to cluster in large cities. Currently, around half of all urban dwellers 
live in cities with between 100 000 and 500 000 people, and about 10% of urban people live in megacities 
(defined by UN HABITAT as a city with a population of more than 10 million). As of 2014 there are 24 
such conurbations (US Population Reference Bureau, 2013). The largest, the Greater Tokyo Area (the 
urban agglomeration including also Yokohama and Kawasaki), is estimated to be between 35 and 36 
million. Most problematic, is that given the current population growth and migration trends, the quasi 
totality of forthcoming urban-population-growth will occur in cities of developing countries (WHO, 2014) 
 
Concomitantly to this growth of urban areas, traditional region or even State boundaries began to blur 
creating the so called megaregions. This new geographical dimension, meshes traditionally discrete socio-
economic processes into open-ended and large scale relationships involving, inter alia, environmental 
management, infrastructural supervision, commercial linkages, settlement patterns and land use, as well as 
traditions and history. The largest megaregion in the World is the Hong Kong-Shenhzen-Guangzhou 
region in China, home to about 120 million people. Other large megaregions have formed in Japan and 
Brazil and are developing in India and West Africa (UN Habitat 2008). In the United States, most of the 
future population growth and economic expansion is expected to occur in 11 megaregions (RPA, 2014). 
Certainly, the sharing of natural resources and ecosystems, common transportation networks, as well as 
emergency management services within these megaregions, require great efforts to coordinate policies 
across the enduring traditional administrative and cultural boundaries. Succeeding in such harmonization is 
salient, because neither natural events nor manmade interventions stop at administrative boundaries. 
 
Clearly, disaster risk reduction (DRR) and emergency management at the megacity and megaregion scale 
requires a new way of thinking hazard, vulnerability and resilience. The sheer size of the areas to be 
safeguarded, the geographic complexity, including a continuously changing human mosaic within it, makes 
it very difficult to both monitor risks and provide adequate emergency prevention and response. As Ben 
Wisner (2003) pointed out these urban expanses grew out of pre-existing municipalities, with different 
administrative styles and jurisdiction as well as infrastructural patterns, and smooth coordination among all 
components during emergencies should not be taken for granted. Considering current global 
environmental changes and the location of many of these megacities and megaregions (hazardous locations 
and coastal areas) the challenge becomes even more daunting (Pelling and Blackburn 2014). In addition, 
wealth inequities, which in the megacities of developing countries are particularly strident, push inland 
migrant or international immigrants into highly exposed peripheral areas (fluvial plains, sloping sites, etc.). 
These people subsist in improvised shelters that do not offer protection from extreme events, which they 
will have to face without the support of their traditional network of family and village society (absence of 
local community resilience). Worse still, migrants’ lack of personal experience with the extreme events of 
their new locale can cause misjudgment of the conditions of risk (Munich Re Group, 2004).  
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The challenges facing scholars and practitioners of DRR, both in terms of prevention and emergency 
response strategies for megacities is, time again, bridging physical and cultural divides. We cannot think of 
simply scaling-up operating models and resources from small to large scenarios. For example mapping 
hazards or vulnerability of megaregions will require bringing together datasets, when they exist, built with 
different philosophy and techniques and possibly covering different time spans. Spatial analysis of hazard 
and vulnerability is still not required in many countries. This is for example a problem faced by 
supranational organizations such as the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), 
the Asian Disaster Preparedness Center (ADPC) or the European Commission's Humanitarian Aid and 
Civil Protection department (ECHO), juts to cite a few. For example, the simple goal of achieving 
common monitoring and evaluation standards within the European State members appears unmanageable 
(with current funds and regulations).  
 
Also in terms of emergency response, we tend to use comprehensive and multi-hazards command and 
control systems to direct search, rescue and recovery operations. For example in the USA this approach is 
structured in the National Incident Management System (NIMS). The very idea of this approach is 
scalability; smaller incidents use a collapsed version of Incident Command System (ICS), activating only the 
necessary functions or single individuals may assume more functional responsibilities. For larger and more 
complex emergencies, command and control structures expand to meet the demands (Donahue, 2010). 
But, will such systems work in large disasters affecting a megacity/megaregion context? Can really the same 
management approach be applied regardless of the size and complexity of the incident? The example of 
Hurricane Katrina or the Haiti Earthquake reminds us that in a very large and complex emergency, these 
management systems instead of scaling up to successfully face the crisis can unimpressively fail. Numerous 
other examples of emergency management failure worldwide could be listed to this regard. Perhaps, a one-
size fits all strategy for DRR in a megacity and megaregion context, cannot effectively reduce the impacts 
of disasters for all sub-populations or areas (Cutter, 2010). 
 
Likely, the answer is to be found inside the megacities and megaregions themselves. These urban 
conurbations are ecological and evolutionary arenas that create new environments and change biodiversity, 
including the human "fauna" (Grimm et al., 2008). Cities hold both causes and possible solutions of global 
environmental change, yet their urban ecology is not completely understood. This holds back our ability to 
make effective development policies to govern natural and anthropic processes, including lowering hazard 
and vulnerability. Although technology plays a big role in the functioning megacities, in the end what 
matters is how people use technology, and this is once again a social problem that cannot be solved with 
more technology. The human mosaic (linguistic, ethnic and religious diversity) of megacities and 
megaregions is the untapped resource; yet, to use this social and human capital for DRR, government 
institutions and local communities must dialogue and trust each other. To use Ben Wisner’s words, while 
discussing social capital and social vulnerability in megacities, an important “unresolved development problem is 
the lack of articulation and integration of the social institutions of civil society, with those of national and sub-national, formal 
governance. This is not a simple technical problem of decentralization, but a deeper problem of trust” (2003, p. 192). 
Indeed, the more complex and intertwined our urban realities become, the more we depend on each 
other’s differences and similarities, both in terms of sustainable growth and civil protection strategies. 
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A few open questions, in no particular order, to trigger a discussion about disaster risk reduction 
in megacities and megaregions. 
 
• Can economic development meet social needs through risk reduction at the local and global scale? 
 
• How can the social and technological dimensions of megacities be effectively interfaced?  

(Megacities are a mix of growing technological complexity and multiethnicity). 
 
• Is resilience a useful concept in the risk management of megacities, and if so, how can we enhance 

social resilience in such contexts? 
 
• What are the crucial investments to prepare megaregions for future population pressures?  

(Mobility infrastructure, protecting environmental resources, coordinating economic development 
strategies, alleviating the rich and poor divide, etc.). 

 
• How to assess societal vulnerability and map inequalities within megacities or megaregions? 
 
• By what method should we build a coherent emergency management network in megaregions that 

count a high number of organizations vested of such responsibility? 
(Organizations which do not know each other and do not habitually work together) 

 
• How to build trusted relationships necessary to enable effective communications and knowledge 

transfer among professionals and people distributed across geographic divides (ethnic, economic, 
politic, etc.)? 

 
• We can theoretically forecast needs created by disasters and plan the necessary resources to satisfy 

these demands, but can we implement delivery systems capable to work across the non-structural 
divides of megacities and megaregions? 

 
• How can we foster an institutional culture of preparedness among the various stakeholders of such 

vast conurbations? (maintain momentum to the planning efforts with the changes of participants and 
budgets and political priorities variations) 

 
• Preventing disasters requires timely and accurate dissemination of information resulting from real-time 

hazard-data collection. How can early-warning systems be made accessible to all residents of 
megacities? 
 

• Building regulations and safety procedures is often difficult even within single States jurisdictions, how 
can we ensure to effectively enforce such codes in a megaregion context? 
 

• Can microfinance tools, widely used in disaster-risk reduction initiatives for rural areas, be extent to 
the urban contexts of megacities? (Especially in the informal and unsafe settlements areas).  
 

• Can we foster public and private partnerships to effectively lessen urban risks, by bringing together 
finance and governance experience? 
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