
The towns and cities of small island and archipelago-based nations are often 
overlooked by international urban resilience policies and programs due to the 
small populations involved. However, these cities and towns are some of the most 
vulnerable, diverse, and rapidly growing urban centres anywhere in the world, 
acting as crucial gateways to sustainable development for the citizens of small 
island developing states.

Building Urban Resilience in  
Small Island Cities, Towns & Provinces

Key messages

 z The Small Island Developing States (SIDS) country group  
(Table1) was formed through the United Nations 1992 
Earth Summit process, comprising 52 nations across 
�� UHJLRQV�� WKH� 3DFLȴF�� WKH� &DULEEHDQ�� DQG� Ȇ$Ζ06ȇ� �WKH�
$WODQWLF��ΖQGLDQ�2FHDQ��0HGLWHUUDQHDQ�DQG�6RXWK�&KLQD�
6HD���6Ζ'6�ZHUH� LGHQWLȴHG�E\�WKH�81�DV�D� Ȇspecial caseȇ�
due to their limited resource development potential, 
remoteness, disaster vulnerablilty and dependence on 
international networks for trade, capital and mobility.

 z 42 SIDS have a Gross Domestic Product of less than 
$10,000 USD per capita (Singapore, Bahrain, Seychelles 
DQG���&DULEEHDQ�VWDWHV�H[FHHG�WKLV�WKUHVKROG���2I�WKHVH��
three are low-lying continental nations, while a further 
two have land areas greater than 50,000 km2. Nine SIDS 
DUH�FODVVLȴHG�DV�/HDVW�'HYHORSHG�&RXQWULHV��/'&V���ZLWK�
on average 8% of SIDS inhabitants living on land less 
than 5 metres above sea level.

 z0RVW� 6Ζ'6� DUH� FKDUDFWHUL]HG� E\� RQH� RU� WZR� PDMRU�
urban centres, which are small by global standards, 
EXW� VLJQLȴFDQW� QDWLRQDOO\� DV� WKH\� KRXVH� D� JURZLQJ�
share – and on average D�PDMRULW\� Ȃ� RI� WKHLU� FLWL]HQV��
Though small, these cities and towns face nearly all 
XUEDQL]DWLRQ� FKDOOHQJHV� HQFRXQWHUHG� E\� ODUJHU� FLWLHV� 
 

 

 z The resilience of these cities is critical to each SIDS 
national ability to bounce back from, and adapt to, the 
range of natural disasters that they face, as well as 
facilitiate sustainable development intiatives.

 z (RUWV� WR� HQKDQFH� XUEDQ� UHVLOLHQFH� DQG� VXVWDLQDEOH�
development in these countries present both unique 
UHTXLUHPHQWV� DQG� RSSRUWXQLWLHV�� 7KHLU� VPDOO� VL]H��
isolation, and GLVSURSRUWLRQDWHO\� KLJK� H[SRVXUH� WR�
climate-related and natural disasters are further 
complicated by the rural – and often traditionally-based 
Ȃ�OLYHOLKRRGV�RI�WKHVH�FRXQWULHVȇ�QRQ�XUEDQ�LQKDELWDQWV�  
&RQYHUVHO\�WKH�VRFLDO�FDSLWDO��DFFHVV�WR�QDWXUDO�UHVRXUFHV�
and interconnectivity between these small nations is a 
key source of strength that is often under-estimated and 
XQGHU�H[SORLWHG�LQ�XUEDQ�SURFHVVHV�DQG�SODQQLQJ��

 z Ζ&/(Ζ� LV� DOUHDG\� actively supporting a number of SIDS 
cities�� ZLWKLQ� SDUWQHUVKLSV� WKURXJK� WKH� Ζ&/(Ζ� QHWZRUN�
OLQNHG�WR�RWKHU�UHODWHG�LQLWLDWLYHV�DQG�RUJDQL]DWLRQ�VXFK�
DV�81�+DELWDW��81Ζ6'5��WKH�&RPSDFW�RI�0D\RUV�DQG�WKH�
Sustainable Development Goals.
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ΖQ� ����� WKH� 81�*HQHUDO� $VVHPEO\� GHVLJQDWHG� ����� WKH�
ȆInternational Year of Small Island Developing Statesȇ� LQ�
UHFRJQLWLRQ�RI�WKH�7KLUG�ΖQWHUQDWLRQDO�&RQIHUHQFH�RQ�6Ζ'6�
LQ� $SLD�� 6DPRD��'D\V� EHIRUH� WKH� $VVHPEO\� YRWHG� RQ� WKH�
UHVROXWLRQ�6DPRD�ZDV�KLW�E\�7URSLFDO�&\FORQH�(YDQ��ZKLFK�
caused over USD$204 million of damage, equivalent 
WR� ���� RI� WKH� FRXQWU\ȇV� *'3�� 7KH� FDSLWDOȇV� LQDGHTXDWH�
sanitation infrastructure, weak building codes and 
GHSOHWHG�PDQJURYHV�DOO�ZRUVHQHG�WKH�HHFWV�RI�H[WHQVLYH�
XUEDQ�ȵRRGLQJ�DQG�ZLQG�GDPDJH�WR�WKH�FLW\��KRPH�WR�D�ȴIWK 
RI�6DPRDȇV�SRSXODWLRQ��6XEVHTXHQW�GLVDVWHU� UHOLHI�HRUWV�
centred upon the city, with half of the emergency shelters 
required for the 6000�GLVSODFHG�6DPRDQ�FLWL]HQV� ORFDWHG�
WKHUH�� $SLDȇV�PDLQ� SRZHU� VWDWLRQ� DQG�ZDWHU� VXSSO\�ZHUH�
VHYHUHO\�GDPDJHG�E\�ȵRRGLQJ�DQG�VWURQJ�ZLQGV��UHVXOWLQJ�
in utilities and services being shut down for weeks following 
the disaster, causing disruption across the country.  

6DPRDȇV�H[SHULHQFH� LV� LOOXVWUDWLYH�RI� WKH� UROH� WKDW� FLWLHV�
and townships play in these island countries, as well as 
the challenges that they face in striving for sustainable 
GHYHORSPHQW�� 7ZR� RI� WKH� 3DFLILF� 6Ζ'6ȇ� QHLJKERXUV�
H[SHULHQFHG�VLPLODU�GLVDVWHU�HYHQWV�LQ������DQG�������7&�
Pam in Vanuatu, and 7&�:LQVWRQ�LQ�)LML��ΖQ�WKH�&DULEEHDQ��
recovery from the 2010 Earthquake in Haiti, which killed 
RYHU� �������� RI� WKH� FDSLWDO� 3RUW�DX�3ULQFHȇV� FLWL]HQV�
ZDV� VWLOO� RQJRLQJ� GXULQJ� WKH� WKLUG� 6Ζ'6� &RQIHUHQFH��
where an estimated 70% of homes were destroyed or 
damaged. In each case, economic development was 
VHW� EDFN� VLJQLILFDQWO\�� 9DQXDWX� KDYLQJ� EHHQ� GHOD\HG�
IURP�JUDGXDWLQJ�RXW�RI�/'&�VWDWXV� WZLFH� �most recently 
IROORZLQJ� WKH� LPSDFW� RI� &\FORQH�3DP��� GHVSLWH�meeting 
0LGGOH� ΖQFRPH� &RXQWU\� FODVVLILFDWLRQ� UHTXLUHPHQWV.

 

Even though an average of more than half of their 
populations reside in urban environments, and a third 
of all SIDS are dependent on a single primary city, urban 
resilience and sustainable urban development in SIDS 
have largely been overlooked. Emphasis has instead been 
placed on either national level initatives, or local, non-
XUEDQ�VHWWLQJV��$V�D�UHVXOW��LQVWLWXWLRQDO�FDSDFLW\�LQ�XUEDQ�
planning and governance is often weak, with infrastructure 
ȆGHILFLWVȇ� EHLQJ� SUHVHQW� LQ� PDQ\� FLWLHV�� FRPSRXQGLQJ�
issues related to urban growth and disaster recovery.

$V� QRWHG� E\� 81�+DELWDW� LQ� WKHLU� VHPLQDO� UHSRUW� RQ�
8UEDQL]DWLRQ� DQG� 6PDOO� ΖVODQG� 'HYHORSLQJ� 6WDWHV, the 
QDUURZ� UHVRXUFH�EDVH� WKDW� FKDUDFWHUL]HV�6Ζ'6�� FRXSOHG�
with high energy and transport costs (both internally and 
WR�IURP�H[SRUW�DQG�LPSRUW�PDUNHWV���OLPLWV�YLDEOH�SDWKZD\V�
for conventional modes of development. Food, land 
and water scarcity and energy poverty are heightening 
insecurity in the face of growing local populations. Global 
pressures such as resource depletition, climate change and 
the accumulation of marine pollution disproportionately 
affect SIDS, which bear minimal responsibility for – 
and have limited capacity to reduce – their causes.

However, locally the opportunities for alternative 
development pathways such as sustainable tourism 
that leverages biodiversity and the marine economy, 
and renewable energy development (which has 
co-benefits of increasing energy resilience and 
reducing long term energy and transport costs) are 
emerging. Ecosystem-based adaptation and traditional 
knowledge-based disaster risk management techniques 
are also potentially high value pathways in SIDS.

 
 

September 2016, ICLEI Briefing Sheet - Small Island Developing States

What makes SIDS and their cities a ‘special case’?

Photo: Alexei Trundle

Photo 1: In April 2014 Honiara, capital of the Solomon Islands, experienced its heaviest rainfall  
HYHQW�RQ�UHFRUG��7KH�0DWDQLNR�5LYHU��ZKLFK�UXQV�WKURXJK�WKH�FHQWUH�RI�WKH�FLW\��ÀRRGHG�VHYHUHO\�



Who else is working with SIDS?
$V�VHW�RXW�LQ�6Ζ'6�$FWLRQ�3ODWIRUP��DOPRVW�300 partnerships 
ZHUH� UHJLVWHUHG� DW� WKH� 7KLUG� ΖQWHUQDWLRQDO� &RQIHUHQFH�
on SIDS, as part of a global call for action, with a formal 
*HQHUDO�$VVHPEO\�5HVROXWLRQ� VHWWLQJ�RXW� D�SDUWQHUVKLS�
framework for the sustainable development of SIDS. 

$OO�SDUWQHUV�ZHUH�REOLJHG�WR�UHSRUW�RQ�WKHLU�FRQWULEXWLRQV�
WR�WKH�6$02$�SDWKZD\�REMHFWLYHV�E\���-XO\������LQ�RUGHU�
to be reported through the Platform (please see Table 2).

Table 1: Small Island Developing States (by region)
7KH�3DFL¿F�5HJLRQ� American Samoa, Cook Islands, Cwth. Northern Marianas, Fed. States of Micronesia, Fiji, 

French Polynesia, Guam, Kiribati, Marshall Islands, Nauru, New Caledonia, Niue, Palau, Papua 
New Guinea, Samoa, Solomon Islands, Timor-Leste, Tonga, Tuvalu, Vanuatu 

7KH�&DULEEHDQ�5HJLRQ Anguilla, Antigua and Barbuda, Aruba, Bahamas, Barbados, Belize, British Virgin Islands, Cuba, 
Dominica, Dominican Republic, Grenada, Guyana, Haiti, Jamaica, Montserrat, Netherlands 
Antilles/Curacao, Puerto Rico, St. Kitts and Nevis, St. Lucia, St. Vincent & the Grenadines, 
Suriname, Trinidad and Tobago, U.S. Virgin Islands

7KH�$,06�5HJLRQ Bahrain, Cape Verde, Comoros, Guinea-Bissau, Maldives, Mauritius, Sao Tome & Principe, 
Seychelles, Singapore 

3KRWR����3LFWXUHG�EHORZ�LV�GDPDJH�WR�PDNH�VKLIW�KRXVLQJ�ZKLFK�RFFXUUHG��ZKHQ�WKH�0DWDQLNR�5LYHU�ÀRRGHG�� 
7KH�ÀRRGLQJ�NLOOHG����SHRSOH��GHVWUR\HG�����KRPHV��GDPDJHG�FULWLFDO�LQIUDVWUXFWXUH�DQG�FXW�RII�VXSSO\�FKDLQV�

Photo: © Corinne Ambler/New Zealand Red Cross, reproduced with permission
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(2007) 9XOQHUDELOLW\�DQG�$GDSWDWLRQ�WR�&OLPDWH�&KDQJH�LQ�6PDOO�
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DQG�&OLPDWH�&KDQJH�LQ�6PDOO�ΖVODQG�'HYHORSLQJ�6WDWHV� Nairobi, Kenya.

ICLEI & SIDS

Ȋ7KURXJK� LWV� 5HVLOLHQW� &LWLHV� DJHQGD�� Ζ&/(Ζ� PRELOL]HV��
JXLGHV�DQG�VXSSRUWV�LWV�PHPEHUV�WR�DVVHVV�ULVNV��GHȴQH�
resilience measures and embed such strategies into local 
GHYHORSPHQW�SODQV�DQG�SURFHVVHVȋ��Ζ&/(Ζ�6HRXO�3ODQ������
Ȃ������� � Ζ&/(Ζ�KDV�EHHQ�ZRUNLQJ� LQ�$VLD�� WKH�3DFLȴF�DQG�
elsewhere on resilience-building initiatives over the last 
eight years, through partners such as The Rockefeller 
Foundation, UNISDR, GIZ, European Union and UN-Habitat. 
5HFHQWO\�� Ζ&/(Ζ�2FHDQLD�KDV�GHYHORSHG�D�3DFLȴF� ΖVODQGV�
&OLPDWH�5HVLOLHQFH�DSSURDFK��LQFRUSRUDWLQJ�'LVDVWHU�5LVN�
5HGXFWLRQ�� /RZ� (PLVVLRQV� 'HYHORSPHQW� DQG� &OLPDWH�
Resilience Building into island development planning.   
 

 
 
Ζ&/(Ζ� KDV� QRZ� HVWDEOLVKHG� D� &RPPXQLW\�� RU� YROXQWDU\�
grouping, of interested towns and provinces of small island 
VWDWHV�IRU�LQIRUPDWLRQ�H[FKDQJH�DQG�FROODERUDWLRQ���7KLV�
%ULHȴQJ�3DSHU�LV�WKH�ȴUVW�VWHS�WRZDUGV�WKH�GHYHORSPHQW�
RI� D� FRPSUHKHQVLYH� Ζ&/(Ζ� 6PDOO� ΖVODQGV� 6WUDWHJ\�

There is a clear need to strengthen city-level institutional 
DQG� WHFKQLFDO� FDSDFLW\� LQ� 6Ζ'6�� Ζ&/(Ζ� LV� LGHDOO\� SODFHG�
WR� OHYHUDJH� H[LVWLQJ� FLW\�WR�FLW\� QHWZRUNV�� WHFKQLFDO�
assistance, and institutional partnerships in order to 
strengthen urban resilience in these small island states, 
ZLWK� D� IRFXV� RQ� PLQLPL]LQJ� XUEDQ� ULVNV� DVVRFLDWHG�
ZLWK� QDWXUDO� KD]DUG� UHODWHG� VKRFNV� DQG� VWUHVVRUV�

ICLEI – Local Governments for Sustainability is the 
ZRUOGȇV�OHDGLQJ�QHWZRUN�RI�RYHU�������FLWLHV��WRZQV�DQG�
metropolises committed to building a sustainable future. 
%\�KHOSLQJ�RXU�0HPEHUV�WR�PDNH�WKHLU�FLWLHV�VXVWDLQDEOH��
ORZ�FDUERQ��UHVLOLHQW��ELRGLYHUVH��UHVRXUFH�HɝFLHQW��
healthy and happy, with a green economy and smart 
infrastructure, we impact over 25% of the global urban 
population.  

www.iclei.org

Ζ&/(Ζ�%ULHȴQJ�6KHHWV�DUH�D�VHUYLFH�RI�WKH�Ζ&/(Ζ�:RUOG�
Secretariat to provide background information on 
current themes and debates regarding local and urban 
VXVWDLQDELOLW\��ZZZ�LFOHL�RUJ�EULHȴQJVKHHWV
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Table 2: SIDS and their cities (important international frameworks)
SIDS Accelerated Modalities of Action 
(SAMOA) Pathway (2014):

Builds on the SIDS Barbados Programme of Action (1992) & the Mauritius 
6WUDWHJ\� ��������(PSKDVL]HV� WKH� QHHG� WR� EXLOG� UHVLOLHQFH�DQG� VXVWDLQDEOH�
development through a rights based approach leveraging SIDS citizens, and 
the rich ecosystems of these nations.

The Paris Climate Agreement�������� $JUHHPHQW�WR�OLPLW�ZDUPLQJ�WR���&�ZLWK�DQ�DVSLUDWLRQDO�OLPLW�RI�����&��&DSDFLW\�
EXLOGLQJ��VXSSRUW�DQG�WDUJHWHG�¿QDQFLQJ�RI�6,'6�

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development��������

Builds on the Millienium Development goals for eradicating poverty within 
planetary bounds and enabling universal human rights. Notes the vulnerability 
RI�6,'6��DQG�WKHLU�XQHYHQ�SURJUHVV�WRZDUGV�WKH�0'*V��DQG�SURSRVHV�VSHFL¿F�
resourcing through ODA, training & education.

The Sendai Framework for Disaster 
Risk Reduction������������

Acknowledges the disproportionate impact of natural disasters on SIDS, and 
proposes specialist support through the SAMOA Pathway, mainstreaming DRR 
and multilateral relationship-building.

Global Convenant of Mayors for 
&OLPDWH�	�(QHUJ\��������

A city-driven commitment to pro-active climate change mitigation and adaptation, 
EXLOGLQJ�RQ�WKH�81�&RPSDFW�RI�0D\RUV�DQG�WKH�(8�&RQYHQDQW�RI�0D\RUV�

The New Urban Agenda������� )LQDOL]HG�DW�+DELWDW�,,,��4XLWR��2FWREHU�������7KH�4XLWR�,PSOHPHQWDWLRQ�3ODQ��
VSHFL¿F�YROXQWDU\�FRPPLWPHQWV�E\�YDULRXV�SDUWQHUV�LQWHQGHG�WR�FRQWULEXWH�WR�WKH�
implementation of the outcomes New Urban Agenda. emphasizes the support of 
infrastructure in SIDS cities in light of their unique urban processes and settings.


