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• High levels of rapid population growth have been 
accompanied by increased convergence towards 
urban centres. Today, approximately 55% of the 
world’s population reside in urban centres. Of the 
8.5 billion global inhabitants expected in 2030, 
60% will be based in urban areas.

• Developing countries are driving current and 
future demographic and urbanisation trends.

• Local authorities are often unable to meet the 
needs of new urban dwellers who converge to 
cities in large numbers seeking employment, 
better prospects and security. The result is the 
establishment of informal settlements or slums.

• Conflict is becoming intrinsically urbanised in this 
century: combat is impacted by the urban terrain 
and, in turn, the fighting impacts infrastructure, 
the continuation of day-to day economic and 
social activities in a given city or town, the 
provision of services, and long-term plans for 
post-conflict reconstruction.

• Approximately 50m people around the world 
were affected by armed conflict in cities in 2015.

• Academics and military practitioners have long 
focused on urban warfare as an all-out struggle in 
densely-built areas. The understanding of urban 
environments as battlefields has resulted in silos 
when trying to design urban security policies.

• Given the multifaceted challenges presented 
by urban conflict and post-conflict scenarios 
military or security interventions on their own 
are insufficient. Stabilisation would benefit 
from being significantly broadened to include 

humanitarian, aid, development and – specifically 
with regard to cities and towns – urban planning 
and reconstruction components. Additionally, 
urban planning could become a “vital ingredient 
in the process of national recovery after wars”.

• Conflict cities would benefit from ‘area-based’ 
approaches. They involve targeting aid and 
action to promote the recovery of specific 
areas such as building public services in a given 
neighbourhood. Crucially this approach rests on 
greater participation by local communities in 
defining priorities and strategies.

• The area-based approach and any other strategy 
that involves long-term urban recovery require 
tight cooperation among various policy actors, 
the military, the humanitarian sector, and even 
non-state armed groups. Long-term measures 
however do not eliminate the need for some 
short-term, interventions which in some cases 
are helpful temporary fixes. 

• As conflicts become more protracted the lines 
between conflict and post-conflict become 
blurred.

• The nexus between conflict and crime is 
particularly evident in conflict-affected and post-
conflict cities and impacts security, governance, 
economic and societal development.

• The ability of cities to adapt to post-conflict 
requirements through effective urban 
management, community participation and 
development to complement security efforts is 
crucial to build resilience to future challenges.  

Executive Summary

Urban Warfare:
Stabilisation of Cities
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Some lessons include:

o  All post-conflict cities share ineffective 
police forces and security provision tends 
to be fragmented, localised and temporary. 
The promotion of legitimate  security has to 
be prioritised. Security programmes should 
require cooperation  between the police and 
the public.

o Community participation in post-conflict 
reconstruction helps increase cities’  resilience 
to future shocks.

o The experience of Iraq post-2003 highlighted 
the importance of decentralising decision-
making at the  provincial and municipal 
level and delegating sufficient authority to 
local development agencies and  municipal 
councils, i.e. a more participatory model of 
urban management.   

o It is vital to promote urban mobility to ensure 
as many people as  possible avoid being 
trapped in depressed neighbourhoods from 
which they are unable to access employment 
opportunities in the post-conflict economy.

• Urban planners and architects should be involved 
in stabilisation efforts in cities.
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1. Introduction
“Urban areas will continue to increase in number and size and are likely to become focal points for unrest 
and conflict. The physical and human complexity of this environment presents unique challenges [..].”1

Conflict in the twenty-first century Middle East and North Africa (MENA) is becoming increasingly urbanised: 
the destruction suffered by the cities of Raqqa and Aleppo, to mention two of the most severe instances, is 
evidence of this trend. So is the fact that 40% of Syrian internally displaced persons (IDP) are in cities (rather 
than camps) and they are among the approximately 12 million people displaced by the conflict (equal to 50% 
of Syria’s pre-war population).2

In light of the magnitude of this crisis, it comes as no surprise that there is a growing need for developing 
effective stabilisation operations that take into account specific pressures felt by cities such as rising 
populations, migration patterns, ethnic tensions, weakening of urban services and infrastructure, institutional 
deterioration, and the presence and role of non-state (armed) groups, among other factors.

There are some urban-specific factors – which are interconnected and will be discussed in more detail in the 
ensuing pages – that set cities and towns apart from rural environments. First, evidence indicates that cities 
have taken the brunt of most by-products of war in terms of both human and physical loss. Second, cities 
are usually the economic engine of their countries as the largest revenue-generators, hence they often have 
greater strategic importance compared to the countryside. 

Third, more than in rural settings, economic activities are dependent on the existence and integrity of 
infrastructure, hence without infrastructural reconstruction such as rebuilding roads that are used to take 
produce from the countryside to city markets, re-starting the economy is virtually impossible.  making speedy 
reconstruction essential. Additionally, it further increases the onus on the military to do its utmost to avoid 
infrastructure and service disruption or destruction, which would negatively affect citizens. 

Fourth, cities are sensitive and often symbolic places in the eyes of state institutions, civilians and armed 
groups. For this reason, the Battle for Raqqa, the Battle for Mosul, or even historical cases such as the Battles 
of Algiers and of Stalingrad, to mention only a few, have come to represent key turning points within the 
conflicts in Syria, Iraq, Algeria and World War II, respectively. The stakes are higher when it is about winning 
control over a strategic hub or centre. 

Fifth, the higher density of civilian population and infrastructure results in multiple challenges including: 
distinguishing the enemy from the civilian population; a three-dimensional man-made environment where 

1   NATO RTO Studies, Analysis and Simulation Panel Study Group SAS-030. 2003. ‘Urban Operations in the Year 2020’. RTO Technical Report 71. iii
2  IDMC, 2018. Syria. Internal Displacement Monitoring Center. Accessed in November 2018. http://www.internal-displacement.org/countries/syria
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it is more challenging for the military to launch assaults and protect themselve sfrom high-ground (and 
sometimes subterranean) attacks from armed groups;3  deploying soldiers among civilians and ensuring the 
law of armed conflict and International Humanitarian Law are respected while civilians are effectively in the 
middle of the battleground (more civilians and infrastructure equate to higher risk of collateral damage and, 
among other considerations, the need to rethink the type of weapons to be used). 

Finally, cities are not only economic hubs for licit economic activities, they are also magnets for criminal 
networks because of the ‘business’ opportunities they offer and because of the conducive environment 
represented by poorly-controlled slums which are a trademark of cities in developing and fragile countries. 
These slums have often become home to non-state armed groups of various denominations who, in multiple 
instances, have managed to establish informal economic and governance structures. In addition to the 
intrinsic challenge of dealing with criminality and how criminal proceeds may fuel conflict, crime can infiltrate 
and corrupt institutions undermining their legitimacy and effectiveness as well as the ability of stabilisation 
actors to rely on local counterparts.

Classic military and counter-insurgency literature has traditionally focused on insurgencies and guerrilla 
activities in rural areas and, as a result, responses have been tailored to those theatres of operation. However, 
at present conflict manifests itself primarily in urban settings with this trend unlikely to see a reversal in the 
future. This realisation, and the urban-specific factors mentioned above, translate into specific challenges for 
stabilisation efforts. In this context it is key to highlight that, in cities, the human terrain is more fragmented 
than in rural settings, with several different – and sometimes rival – communities and groups split along 
ethnic, religious and political lines. 

Additionally, stabilisation efforts are faced by the systemic character of cities, which is something that 
fundamentally differentiates them from rural areas (in fact, this might be the very nature of cities) and relates 
to the way that one public service or piece of infrastructure is connected to the functioning of several others. 
For instance, the suspension of service provision of basic needs such as clean water or electricity causes the 
gradual deterioration of other services and businesses and can even prompt emigration from the city and 
labour shortages. Another example of the uniquely systemic character of urban stability is that of Baghdad 
shortly after the US invasion in 2003: the delay in re-establishing electricity and other basic services impacted 
people’s ability to access their jobs, income, and food, and had a severe impact on the population’s views 
towards the new political leadership.4

With these considerations in mind and in order to develop effective responses resulting in lasting gains, 
this paper argues that it is key to first move away from the state-centric bias that usually accompanies 
interventions in conflict and post-conflict settings in favour of initiatives at sub-national (municipal) level.  

3  Gerwehr, Scott and Glen, Russell. 2000. The Art of Darkness: Deception and Urban Operations. Santa Monica, CA: RAND, 7-8, 12-14.
4   The Iraq Inquiry. 2016. The Report of the Iraq Inquiry: Executive Summary, 93-94. http://www.iraqinquiry.org.uk/media/247921/the-report-of-

the-iraq-inquiry_executive-summary.pdf
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Second, the concept of stabilisation, which in some circles carries predominantly security connotations, needs 
to be significantly broadened to include, alongside military and law enforcement actors, also humanitarian, 
aid, development, urban planning and reconstruction components. This approach differs from traditional 
security-centred short-term interventions in so far that it sets the basis for longer-term efforts that arguably 
have higher chances of producing enduring stability and of increasing cities' resilience to shocks – including 
to the risk of a possible return to instability and conflict.

2. Setting the Context 
Demographic and Urbanisation Trends

For thousands of years the global population grew slowly. In recent centuries however, the pace has increased 
dramatically: in the course of just 100 years between 1900 and 2000 the increase in world population was 
three times greater than during the entire previous history of humanity (from 1.5 to 6.1 billion). Rapid 
population growth is likely to continue according to the United Nations.5  By the middle of the century, the 
population is expected to grow by over 30% from its current levels (7.3 billion as of 2015) and by over 50% 
by the beginning of the next century reaching 11.2 billion people by 2100.6

Such growth is not evenly distributed across the globe. This trend is particularly evident in certain regions. 
Africa, the continent that also features the youngest population, has the highest growth rate and is expected 
to account for more than half of the population growth by the middle of the twenty-first century. Notably, 
between 2017 and 2050, half of the world’s population growth is expected to be concentrated in nine 
countries alone which, except for the United States, are in Africa and Asia.7 

In line with these trends, the MENA region has witnessed a fivefold population increase since the 1950s, 
reaching 569 million people in 2017. Egypt and Iraq have become the key demographic hubs in the region 
and the former is expected to remain the most populous country until at least 2050.8  Significantly, by 2100 
MENA’s population is expected to be bigger than China’s and double Europe’s. 

Furthermore, and notwithstanding a decline in fertility and the fact that the so-called youth bulge appears 
to have already hit its peak (in the 1970s and 1990s in North Africa and the Middle East respectively), youth 
numbers are high. According to the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), 60% of Arabs in 2015 
were under the age of 30 and almost 50% of the population was younger than 24.9

5 UN. 2015. World Population Prospects: The 2015 Revision. New York: United Nations. http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/news/
population/2015-report.html

6 Ibid.
7 They are India, Nigeria, Democratic Republic of the Congo, Pakistan, Ethiopia, the United Republic of Tanzania, Uganda and Indonesia. Source: 

UN. 2017. World Population Prospects. 20117 Revision. New York: United Nations.  5. https://esa.un.org/unpd/wpp/publications/Files/WPP2017_
KeyFindings.pdf 

8   McKee, Musa et all. 2017. ‘Demographic and economic material factors in the MENA region’. MENARA Working Papers, 3. October. 5.  http://www.
iai.it/sites/default/files/menara_wp_3.pdf

9    UNDP/United Nations Development Programme. 2016. Arab Human Development Report 2016. Youth and the Prospects for Human Development 
in a Changing Reality. New York: UNDP. http:// hdr.undp.org/en/2016-report
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Growth has been accompanied by increased concentration in urban centres. The year 2008 marked a milestone 
in the history of humankind: for the first time, more people lived in cities than in rural settlements. In 1950, 
over two thirds of the population lived in the countryside. Today, approximately 55% of the world’s population 
reside in urban centres – a percentage that is projected to grow for the foreseeable future. Specifically, of the 
8.5 billion global inhabitants expected in 2030, 60% will be based in urban areas, and one in three will reside 
in either a large or megacity (comprising 1m+ and 10m+ inhabitants respectively). By 2050 an additional 2.5 
billion dwellers are expected to live in towns and cities.10

Once again, it is emerging countries that are going to drive future trends. India, China and Nigeria will account 
for over 30% of those additional urban residents by the middle of the century. Combined with the new 
urban dwellers expected to live in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Ethiopia, Tanzania, Bangladesh, 
Indonesia, Pakistan and the US, 54% of the new urban population in the world in 2050 will be distributed 
across 10 countries alone.11  

In the MENA region, since the 1990s the urban population has overtaken the rural one, and by 2050 nearly 
90% of population growth will happen in cities, according to UN projections.12  In Saudi Arabia, for instance 
83% of people already live in cities.13  In  Jordan, the 2016 census showed that the population had increased 
by nearly 87% in the preceding decade, and Amman’s population had nearly doubled.14  A study published in 
2016 indicated that Tehran’s population had exceeded the city’s capacity by 70%.15

The uneven distribution among regions of the world also pertains to megacities of over 10 million inhabitants. 
As of 2016, 31 urban conurbations were classified as megacities. Of those, 26 were located in less developed 
regions, or the so called Global South, such as Cairo, New Delhi, Mexico City and Sao Paulo. Going forward, 
the trend towards greater presence of megacities in developing regions is likely to continue. By 2030, 10 
cities are expected to graduate to megacities, all of which are in Africa (three), Asia (six) or Latin America 
(one).16  Baghdad is projected to be among them.17

In addition to the magnitude of population grown, the pace with which these trends are evolving is a key 
factor in determining the impact they are likely to have on infrastructure, security and economic activities. 
Johannesburg is a case in point. In the South African city, one of those expected to become a megacity by 
2030, population grew by 154% between 1990 and 2013 but the urban territory only expanded by 60% 
within that 23-year period, according to the Atlas of Urban Expansion.18 

10  UN. 2017. World Population Prospects. 20117 Revision. 2.
11   Ibid.
12  McKee. 2017. ‘Demographic and economic material factors in the MENA region’. 17-18.
13  World Population Review, 2018. Population of Cities in Saudi Arabia (2018). Accessed in November 2018. http://worldpopulationreview.com/

countries/saudi-arabia-population/cities/
14  Obeidat, Omar. 2016. ‘Population grew by 87% over a decade — census’, The Jordan Times, 22 February. http://www.jordantimes.com/news/

local/ population-grew-87-over-decade-%E2%80%94-census
15  Financial Tribune. 2016. ‘70% of Tehran Population Beyond Optimum Level’, Financial Tribune. 19 June. https://financialtribune.com/articles/

economy-domestic-economy/43937/70-of-tehran-population-beyond-optimum-level
16  UN Habitat. 2016. The World’s cities in 2016. 4 http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/publications/pdf/urbanization/the_worlds_

cities_in_2016_data_booklet.pdf
17  Desjardin, Jeff. 2018. These will be the world’s megacities in 2030. World Economic Forum, 28 October. https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2018/10/

mapping-the-world-s-new-megacities-in-2030/
18  Atlas of Urban Expansion. Johannesburg. Accessed in July 2018. http://atlasofurbanexpansion.org/cities/view/Johannesburg
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Implications

Local municipal authorities are often unable to meet the needs of new urban dwellers who converge in cities 
in large numbers seeking employment, better prospects and security. The result is the establishment of 
informal settlements or slums. At present, in low-income as well as in fragile and conflict countries, over 60% 
of the urban population ends up living in slums in which the state has limited presence. Informal governance 
and illicit or grey economies become the norm, and non-state armed groups such as criminal gangs and often 
violent extremists thrive.19  This is evidenced by now infamous slums such as Kibera in Nairobi (Kenya) and 
Orangi Town in Karachi (Pakistan). The latter counts approximately 2.4 million inhabitants and is home to 
criminal gangs, mafia-style networks and even jihadi elements.20

One of the consequences of these governance and development challenges is what UN Habitat calls a global 
wave of ‘peripherisation’ – sprawling areas or slums with informal land arrangements, often marginalised 
and insecure. The world’s slum population is already at 863 million and, according to the World Bank, is 
forecast to increase by 500 million people by 2020.21

These implications are very visible across MENA as millions of young people flock to large towns and cities 
in search of economic prospects. Here, the limited capacity of many of the regional countries to generate 
sufficient educational and employment opportunities for their young citizens – alongside the added 
complication presented by large numbers of refugees in countries neighbouring Syria and Iraq –  is a socio-
economic as well as a security concern. 

The unemployed are likely to be drawn to informal and even illicit economic activities, and their discontent 
has the potential for fuelling social tensions, civil unrest and even conflict. A stark example of these linkages 
is represented by the wave of unrest known as the Arab Spring in which key contributing factors where large 
youth bulges and unemployment.

Even though urbanisation has a number of negative implications, it also tends to lead to economic and social 
benefits. Cities drive countries’ GDP growth and as they tend to be home to the bulk of the population, their 
crucial role cannot be overestimated. Karachi, to mention one example, is home to 12% of the total population 
of Pakistan, and alone it generates over 50% of the country’s tax revenue. But it is also a megacity confronted 
by multiple security problems which have required the continued deployment of paramilitaries to contain 
violence and criminality, particularly in informal settlements, which also suffer from failing infrastructure, 
sanitation and water supply. 

19  World Bank. World Development Indicators. Accessed in July 2018. http://databank.worldbank.org/data/reportsaspx?source=2&series=EN.POP.
SLUM.UR.ZS&country=LIC

20  Author’s field research, Karachi, April 2017.
21 World Bank cited in Sampaio, Antonio. 2015. This is how megacities are being held back by violence. World Economic Forum. 30 June. https://www.

weforum.org/agenda/2015/06/this-is-how-megacities-are-being-held-back-by-violence/
22  Savage, Kevin and Muggah, Robert, 2012. Urban Violence and Humanitarian Action: Engaging the Fragile City. The Journal of Humanitarian  

Assistance, 19 January. https://sites.tufts.edu/jha/archives/1524
23 UN-Habitat. 2015. State of African Cities 2014. Re-imagining sustainable urban transitions. 35. https://issuu.com/unpublications/

docs/9789210575614 
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Similar challenges are shared by other cities in developing and emerging regions. In fact, it is possible to 
observe with increasing frequency the combination of organised crime and armed violence – leading to what 
some researchers call ‘endemic urban violence’.22  In a 2014 study, UN Habitat warned about “autonomous 
and ‘no-go’ zones’ such as slums and other informal settlements, that effectively lie outside local and central 
government control”. 23

3. Urban Conflict 
The violence afflicting Raqqa, Aleppo, Hodeida and Benghazi, among other cities, is a reminder that conflict 
is becoming intrinsically urbanised. Indeed, images of widespread physical destruction of cities and towns, 
alongside severe loss of life, are a permanent feature of war reporting. They highlight the extent to which 
combat is impacted by the urban terrain and, at the same time, how badly the fighting is impacting urban 
infrastructure, the continuation of day-to day economic and social activities in a given city or town, the 
provision of services, and long-term plans for reconstruction once hostilities eventually come to an end. 

To put things into perspective, in 2017 the United Nations estimated that US$1 billion would be needed to 
rebuild Mosul’s infrastructure. Around 90% of the Old City had been destroyed in the battle for Mosul and, as 
they retreated, Daesh fighters had sabotaged key sites such as the airport and oil refineries.24

Notably, MENA cities had also witnessed some of the most notable instances of urban conflict of the second 
half of the twentieth century: the Battle of Algiers (1956-1957); Beirut during the Lebanese Civil War (1975-
1990); Hafez Al Assad’s siege of Aleppo (1980); and the Algerian Civil War (1991-2002) which was fought 
across a number of cities where armed groups had their main support bases.

These prominent examples should not feed a belief that this problem only pertains to the MENA region. 
Approximately 50 million people around the world were estimated to be affected by armed conflict in cities 
in 2015, according to a study conducted by the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), including 
for example in countries as diverse as Mexico and Somalia.25

Reinforcing the interplay between conflict and cities, a 2004 study on the effects of conflict in Afghanistan 
and Pakistan’s Tribal Areas on Kabul and Karachi concluded that “the ‘classic’ rural warlord seems to morph 
gradually into a modern urban one”.26  Indeed, insurgencies and other types of non-state conflict in rural 
or border areas have the ability to spill over into cities in the form of weapons flows and militant activity, 
exacerbating political tensions and fuelling criminal economies. 

24 IISS. 2018. The IISS Armed Conflict Survey 2018. Oxon: Routledge. 100-101.
25 International Committee of the Red Cross. 2015. Urban Services during Protracted Armed Conflict. p. 7. https://www.icrc.org/en/publication/4249-

urban-services-during-protracted-armed-conflict
26   Esser, Daniel. 2004. ‘The City as Arena, Hub and Prey: Patterns of Violence in Kabul and Karachi’. Environment and Urbanization 16(2). 37.
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Some experts have even taken a step farther in highlighting the role of violent non-state actors, arguing that 
is indeed the prominence of such armed groups in modern conflict that has contributed to urbanising war: 
cities are the places where irregular fighters have a chance to prevail against conventional forces.27

The Perils of Addressing Conflict in Cities Only Through the ‘Urban Warfare’ Lens

Academics and practitioners working in the field of strategic studies have long focused on urban warfare 
as an all-out struggle in densely-built areas and, for that reason, a difficult and unforgiving sub-type of 
operation. Indeed, the term ‘Stalingrad syndrome’ has been coined to indicate the arguable belief that all 
wars will be as destructive as one of the most important and bloodiest battles of World War II – The Battle 
of Stalingrad (August 1942-February 1943). There, Germany suffered a catastrophic defeat at the hands of 
the Soviet Army. 

For instance, the 2017 battle to liberate Mosul from Daesh has been likened, by some senior military 
officers, to Stalingrad. It took nine months for 90,000 coalitions troops to defeat 5,000 Daesh fighters in an 
environment in which low-technology, brutal on-the-ground battle, largely became the only viable option.28   
Notwithstanding the magnitude of battles such as the one in Mosul, one could argue that the parallel with 
Stalingrad only accurately reflects a select number of contemporary battles. 

The understanding of urban environments as battlefields has resulted in silos when trying to think about 
urban security policies. Urbanists, development practitioners and institutions such as UN Habitat have 
been left to work with a limited policy toolbox. To better understand how the changing character of conflict 
affects cities it is helpful to think more strategically about security in cities beyond the concept of urban 
warfare. Additionally, even when the latter is concerned, in order to appreciate the uniqueness of the urban 
environment some military thinkers have put forward the idea that cities should be treated like human 
bodies reliant on ‘metabolic’ inflows such as food, fuel, money, information, producing waste outflows, 
and sometimes suffering from serious cancer-like diseases such as conflict which require treatment from 
multiple medical practitioners. Like a body, cities and towns have their core and appendices and are adaptive 
and complex.29

The need for a multi-disciplinary approach in cities has even been recognised by senior military figures. 
In 1999, US General Charles Krulak coined a highly influential concept: the three-block war.30  State forces 
deployed to unstable urban environments have to combat non-state foes in one block, conduct peacekeeping 
in the next block and deliver humanitarian aid in the next one. This approach rests on the realisation that 
conflict has become hybrid and protracted and non-state actors had become the protagonists. These new 
aspects of conflict put existing response mechanisms to the test. This was clear in the conflict that erupted in 

27   Sassen, Saskia. 2018. ‘Welcome to a new kind of war: the rise of endless urban conflict’, The Guardian. 30 January. https://www.theguardian.com/
cities/2018/jan/30/new-war-rise-endless-urban-conflict-saskia-sassen

28  Nicholls, Dominic. 2018. ‘Future war will result in destruction ‘beyond our comprehension’, says US General’. Telegraph, 20 August. https://www.
telegraph.co.uk/news/2018/08/20/future-war-will-result-destruction-beyond-comprehension-says/

29  Spence, John and Amble, John. 2017. A better approach to urban operations: treat cities like human bodies. Modern War Institute at West Point, 13 
September. https://mwi.usma.edu/better-approach-urban-operations-treat-cities-like-human-bodies/

30   Krulak, Charles. 1999. ‘The Strategic Corporal: Leadership in the Three Block War’, Marine Corps Gazette, Quantico. 82. 8. http://www.au.af.mil/au/
awc/awcgate/usmc/strategic_corporal.htm
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eastern Ukraine in 2014 and that prompted extensive examinations of the concept of ‘hybrid war’ consisting 
of a combination of tactics used simultaneously by both states and a variety of non-state actors, primarily in 
cities.31

These complex problems are well known in Gaza’s urban centres. Hamas has used multiple weapons systems 
and complex ambushes and it has fully exploited the complexities of densely populated urban environments 
in its fight against Israeli forces.32  In the 2000s, authorities in the Colombian city of Medellín had to improvise 
a number of policing, military and architectural solutions in order to stabilise comunas (slums) controlled 
by a combination of left-wing guerrillas and powerful criminal groups. These lessons were also painfully 
learned by US Special Forces deployed to Mogadishu, Somalia in 1993, as part of a humanitarian support 
operation that ended in one of the landmark urban battles of recent decades.33

4. Adopting Different Approaches to Conflict and Post-Conflict Cities
Given the multifaceted challenges presented by conflict and post-conflict scenarios, and as emphasised in 
the many cases mentioned in this paper, what is needed is much more than military or security interventions. 
The concept of stabilisation lacks a universally agreed definition.34  In some countries, and in spite of cross-
departmental cooperation, experts have argued that ministries of defence tend to dominate stabilisation.35 

Instead, stabilisation, especially when designed to address the complexities of urban environments, would 
benefit from being significantly broadened to include, alongside military and law enforcement actors, also 
humanitarian, aid, development, urban planning and reconstruction components. Along similar lines, longer 
term efforts have higher chances of producing enduring stability and of increasing cities’ resilience to shocks 
– including to the risk of a possible return to instability and conflict. 

The US Army itself, cognisant of the unique challenges presented by the urban environment, has stressed the 
growing role and influence of non-military organisations (and civilians) in urban stabilisation operations. 
Indeed, it sees the military as only ‘a tool’ in a broader multi-agency civilian-led effort which could take years 
before the desired outcome is achieved.36  One of the many benefits of military-civilian integration was 
evident in 2004 in Fallujah where integration of US Marines and civilian organisations (for example Civilian 
Affairs personnel) from the planning to the execution phases of the operation ensured that messaging such 
as warning of upcoming offensives would reach the population effectively.37

31   Reisinger, H. and Golts, A. 2014. ‘Russia’s Hybrid Warfare. Waging war below the radar of traditional collective defence’. NATO Research Paper 105. 
November. file://iiss-uk-file03/home$/Virginia.Comolli/Downloads/rp_105.pdf 

32   Asymmetric Warfare Group. 2016. Modern Urban Operations. Lessons Learned from Urban Operations from 1980 to the Present. November. 31. 
https://info.publicintelligence.net/AWG-UrbanWarfare.pdf

33   IISS. 2017. ‘Urbanisation, violence and city-led policymaking’. In IISS. Strategic Survey. The annual assessment of geopolitics. Oxon. Routledge. 55.
34 One of the available definitions is the one designed by the British government which I include here as an example: “Stabilisation is one of the 

approaches used in situations of violent conflict which is designed to protect and promote legitimate political authority, using a combination 
of integrated civilian and military actions to reduce violence, re-establish security and prepare for longer-term recovery by building an enabling 
environment for structural stability.” (Stabilisation Unit. 2014. The UK Government’s Approach to Stabilisation (2014). http://www.sclr.
stabilisationunit.gov.uk/attachments/article/520/TheUKApproachtoStabilisationMay2014.pdf).

35   Rotmann, Philip. 2016. ‘Toward a Realistic and Responsible Idea of Stabilisation’. Stability: International Journal of Security and Development. 5(1), 
p.5. DOI: http://doi.org/10.5334/sta.414

36  US Army. 2003. Field Manual No. 3-06 (FM 90-10). Urban Operations. June. 8-1. http://www.bits.de/NRANEU/others/amd-us-archive/fm3-
06%2803%29.pdf

37  Asymmetric Warfare Group. 2016. Modern Urban Operations, 24.
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A number of scholars have contributed to this debate, providing valuable recommendations. Writing for the 
Clingendael Conflict Research Unit, Leontine Specker has argued for greater integration of socio-economic 
recovery programmes into post-conflict stabilisation. This approach, albeit relevant to most post-conflict 
scenarios, is particularly pertinent to urban theatres owing, among other aspects, to their systemic nature. 
In fact, as mentioned earlier, cities often drive countries’ economies hence they become crucial in bringing 
economies shattered by conflict back on their feet. In Benghazi, Libya’s second largest city, an expansion of 
commercial and construction activities in recent years has helped the re-birth of the city – notwithstanding 
a security situation that remains volatile – and pointed to the beneficial impact of encouraging investments 
and economic activities.38

In spite of differences, Specker highlights four recurrent similarities in post-conflict scenarios: economic 
regression, deterioration of infrastructure, social decay and weak governance.39  Based on these factors, 
she recommended; first, that socio-economic recovery be systematically integrated into peace-building and 
stabilisation programmes; Second, that local, including informal, investors were to be allowed room to play 
a key role in the early recovery phase rather than focusing disproportionally on attracting foreign investors; 
third, that a mix of short-term flexible programmes (such as temporary employment for former combatants) 
should accompany long-term initiatives.40

Sultan Barakat and Shipra Narang-Suri, have made a case for urban planning in conflict-affected cities.41  They 
lamented that a short-term approach adopted by many international actors that favored emergency relief 
and early recovery was detrimental to the chances of successfully implementing initiatives and planning 
that would promote sustainable development and foster community reconciliation in the post conflict era. 
Indeed, they argued, urban planning could become a “vital ingredient in the process of national recovery 
after wars”.42  Specifically, conflict cities would benefit from ‘area-based’ approaches. 

Area-based approaches have increasingly been adopted by an array of research centres and other organisations 
working on conflict and post-conflict challenges. This move away from individuals or households towards 
a larger scale focus has been described as a “paradigm shift” in urban areas.43 Area-based responses to 
conflict involve targeted actions and aid delivery to promote the recovery of specific areas. For instance, 
this can consist of building public services in a given neighbourhood (and monitoring progress as time goes 
by). Another important aspect of this approach is greater participation by local communities in defining 
priorities and strategies. This, in turn, ensures that assistance and recovery efforts target specific challenges. 
Additionally, this approach differs from more traditional ones which tended to be focused on short-term 
emergency strategies in which public services and infrastructure were more or less afterthoughts.44

38   Fitzgerald, Mary. 2014. ‘Benghazi economy flourishes amid precarious security’, Financial Times. 6 May. https://www.ft.com/content/a56becde- 
cc8f-11e3-9b5f-00144feabdc0

39 Specker, Leontine. 2008. ‘Integrating socio-economic recovery into post-conflict stabilization programmes’. CRU Policy Brief 7(23). Cligendael 
Conflict Research Unit

40 Ibid.
41  Barakat. Sultan and Narang-Suri. Shipra. ‘War, cities and planning: Making a case for urban planning in conflict-affected cities’ in Dennis Day, 

Annette Grindsted, Brigitte Piquard, David Zammit (eds.). 2009. Cities and Crisis. Bilbao: Universidad de Deusto. 106.
42   Ibid., 123.
43  The International Institute for Environment and Development. 2017. Thinking Bigger: Area-Based and Urban Planning Approaches to Humanitarian 

Crises, 1. http://pubs.iied.org/pdfs/17443IIED.pdf
44 IISS. 2018. Armed Conflict in Cities: Humanitarian Implications and Responses, 8. file://iiss-uk-file03/home$/Virginia.Comolli/Downloads/

Armed%20conflict%20in%20cities%20conference%20report.pdf
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The area-based approach and any other strategy that involves long-term urban recovery require 
tight cooperation among various policy actors, the military, the humanitarian sector, and even 
non-state armed groups in order to face the interconnected challenges that are peculiar to urban 
centres. Many contemporary cases show that cities affected by conflict are unlikely to quickly 
transition to peace. Somalia’s capital Mogadishu, for instance, continues to suffer from attacks 
years after local and international troops formally liberated the city from al-Shabaab militants.  
Similar stories can be seen in Baghdad, Kabul and Haiti’s Port-au-Prince. 

Protracted armed conflicts have, as indicated by the ICRC, a “cumulative impact on three key components of 
the urban system”: people (with their unique skills), hardware (buildings, infrastructure) and consumables 
(water, fuel, medicine).45  Working on even one of these items requires dialogue across sectors, including 
militaries and non-state groups that exert de facto territorial control over some urban peripheries or slums. 
Furthermore, the area-based approach can help armed forces in their ever-more-challenging quest to 
consolidate security after large-scale military operations in urban theatres. 

The 2016 Chilcot Report, a major independent review of British military failures in Iraq, strongly argued that 
the long delays in the re-establishment of essential services and basic urban security to protect civilians 
from looting and other rampant crimes that followed the overthrow of Saddam Hussein in 2003, were key 
factors leading to the post-invasion chaos.46 Additionally, among the lessons the US military has drawn from 
the experience on Mosul was that “re-establishing governance in the city, with an eye towards basic human 
services will be essential in maintaining popular support”.47  With these reflections in mind, it is evident that 
both armed forces and humanitarian actors have an interest in well-functioning urban services. 

Additionally, the conduct of military operations, in protracted and low-intensity conflicts that often follow 
major wars, is particularly relevant to the urban discussion. The respect for international law on the conduct 
of hostilities is, as always, crucial. Disregarding such regulations has specific impacts on cities including 
the deterioration of services and infrastructure that are essential for millions of lives. Legal experts have 
highlighted how urban warfare presents one of the most challenging contexts for the application of 
International Humanitarian Law. Civilians are in fact at the centre of the battlefield when it comes to urban 
stabilisation operations which requires armies to use restraint and proportionality in the use of force to limit 
civilian fatalities and collateral damage as well as to build their own legitimacy in the eye of the population 
and eventually secure its support.  

Yet, non-state armed groups have the propensity to hide among civilians making the distinction between 
combatants and non-combatants often hard to establish.48  Israel’s Operation Protective Edge (2014) was an 

45   International Committee of the Red Cross. 2015. Urban Services during Protracted Armed Conflict, 7. https://www.icrc.org/en/publication/4249urban-
services-during-protracted-armed-conflict

46  The Iraq Inquiry. 2016. The Report of the Iraq Inquiry: Executive Summary, 93-94. 
47  Asymmetric Warfare Group. 2016. Modern Urban Operations. 34. 
48  International Humanitarian Law Research Initiative. 2004. ‘Conduct of Military Operations in Urban Areas’, Monitoring International Humanitarian 

Law in Iraq. May. https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/D633328DB1E855D5C1256FAA0034DA79-Military_Urban_Areas_
Harvard_May_2004.pdf
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Box 1: Conflict-Induced Displacement: Urban Refugees
Impossible to separate from the discussion on cities and conflict, is the issue of migration flows. This is 
particularly evident in some present day Middle Eastern cities.

The crises in Syria and Iraq have produced extremely large numbers of refugees and Internally Displaced 
Persons (IDPs) seeking safety away from conflict areas. Not withstanding the existence of large refugee 
camps around the world, the vast majority of which can be found in South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa, only 
approximately 25% of the world’s refugee population reside in such facilities. The vast majority of IDPs live 
in cities.51

Zaatari (Jordan), the Middle East’s largest refugee camp, is ‘home’ to approximately 80,000 Syrians 
concentrated in an area of just over five square kilometres.52  This makes it Jordan’s fourth largest city. Yet, 
around 80% of all Syrian refugees currently in Jordan live outside camps, usually in cities and town, working 
in the informal or illegal sector and likely to be exploited by unscrupulous employers and landlords.53 The 
sudden arrival of new dwellers poses significant strains on the receiving communities, infrastructure and 
services. The influx of refugees and IDPs has had a severe impact on countries such as Lebanon and Jordan. 
In the latter for instance, refugees amount to 30% of the population. The influx of refugees has prompted an 
increase in rental prices and made the already limited amount of affordable housing even more scarce.54  In 
addition, it has presented a challenge to cities’ identities.  

example of this trend, with Hamas accused of often resorting to using civilian facilities to shield their operations 
mindful of the fact that Israeli military retaliation would have resulted in international condemnation.49  With 
this in mind, operations such as the battle of Baghdad in March-April 2003 exemplified the need for, and 
effectiveness of, precision fire (in this case by the Americans) to limit collateral damage whilst inflicting 
devastating damage to the enemy. Gathering real-time situational awareness through the use of UAVs had 
also contributed to more precise targeting hence reduced civilian fatalities and infrastructural damage.50

At this stage it is worth reflecting on the nature of the various actors involved in urban stabilisation operations, 
whether they be foreign troops from a militarily stronger partner country, multinational contingents, local 
troops, police or paramilitary forces. These different security actors have different levels of professionalism 
and training; have access to more or less sophisticated weaponry; and enjoy different degrees of legitimacy 
and acceptance among civilians (would external actors be seen as foreign ‘invaders’? Would local troops 
be feared?). In addition, of course, there would be differences between military actors and civilian law 
enforcement ones.

49  Asymmetric Warfare Group. 2016. Modern Urban Operations, 30.
50   Ibid., 22.
51 Khokhar, Tariq. 2016. ‘Chart: Most Refugees Don’t Live in Camps’, The Data Blog. The World Bank. https://blogs.worldbank.org/opendata/chart-

most-refugees-dont-live-camps
52   UNHCR. 2018. ‘Zaatari Refugee Camp - Factsheet, February 2018’. Reliefweb, 14 February. https://reliefweb.int/report/jordan/zaatari-refugee-

camp-factsheet-february-2018
53  Jordan INGO Forum. 2018. Syrian refugees in Jordan, A protection overview. 3, 6. https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/JIF-

ProtectionBrief-2017-Final.pdf
54   Ibid., 4.
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5. The Many Challenges of Post-Conflict Stabilisation in Urban Theatres
As already alluded to in the preceding discussion, as conflicts become more protracted, the lines between 
conflict and post-conflict (and even peace, at times) are blurred.58  Conflict recidivism is common and some 
researchers estimate that 40% of countries emerging from a civil war are likely to relapse into conflict within 
a decade of the end of the hostilities.59  The US military has underscored these trends by arguing for a “more 
fluid, non-linear concept of conflict” and, as a stabilisation officer aptly put it, “it’s not post-¬conflict when 
you’re getting shot at”.60

With these premises in mind, it goes without saying that post-conflict stabilisation  can be particularly 
daunting.61

Every-post conflict situation, in both urban and rural settings, presents an array of challenges for peace-
building and stabilisation that include, among others, Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reintegration (DDR) 
of armed groups, Security Sector Reform (SSR), reconstruction, and socio-economic recovery. Crucially, the 

Locals, even those well-disposed towards receiving conflict-displaced civilians, sometimes lament having 
to share often already limited resources with the newcomers who are at times seen as receiving preferential 
treatment. This presents an ethical and practical challenge and raises questions as to whether it is sensible to 
distinguish between IDPs and refugees in fragile settings where the infrastructure is weak or failing.55

In addition, some of the receiving cities might still be struggling with their own challenges related to post-
conflict reconstruction. This is the case of Beirut in which the reconstructions efforts following the civil war of 
the 1970s and 1980s had fuelled divisions and hindered the chances of uniting the city through a common 
pluralistic vision.56 

An effective way of addressing problems affecting a given city or neighbourhood could entail the involvement 
of displaced civilians in the decision-making process which leads to the design of solutions. This in turn 
would contribute to the creation of a shared identity and avoid the distinction between ‘us, the locals’ and 
‘them, the IDPs or refugees’. 

Yet, there have been cases in which locals have blocked the arrival of migrants and were yet to come to terms 
with the reality that, owing to the dire situation in the countries of origin, migrants were likely to remain in 
the receiving cities and towns for the long term, thus altering the local demographic landscape. 57

55   IISS. 2018. Armed Conflict in Cities, 5. 
56   Randall, Edward. 2014. ‘Reconstruction and Fragmentation in Beirut’. Conflict in Cities and the Contested State. Working Paper 29. King’s College 

London.
57 IISS. 2018. Armed Conflict in Cities, 5. 
58 FAO. Protracted crises and conflicts. Accessed in July 2018. http://www.fao.org/in-action/kore/protracted-crises-and-conflicts/en/
59   Caplan, Richard and Hoeffler, Anke. 2017. Why peace endures: an analysis of post-conflict stabilisation’. European Journal of International Security 

2 part 2, 133-34.
60   Binnendijk, Hans and Johnson, Stuart E. (eds.). 2004. Transforming for Stabilization and Reconstruction Operations. Washington, DC: Center for 

Technology and National Security Policy National Defense University. 90.
61   Caplan, Richard, Hoeffler, Anke and Brinkman, Henk-Jan. 2015. An analysis of post-conflict stabilization. https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/

media/57a0897ce5274a27b20000d3/61291_Analysis_of_Post-Conflict_Stabilization_DFID-final-report.pdf
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integration of all of the above, the combination of military and civilian efforts, and the need for tackling 
both immediate priorities such as restoring security and governance in a given area and setting the basis 
for economic growth in the longer term, become additional challenges in their own right. Additionally, 
every post-conflict theatre will have its own peculiarities impacting what changes and actions need to be 
prioritised. 

Cities Transitioning to Peace: Lessons Learnt from Around the World

This paper has been able to draw from the experiences of, and literature around, a number of settings 
contending with the challenges of cities transitioning to peace, e.g. Belfast and Baghdad, or witnessing 
situations of instability, e.g. Johannesburg and Karachi. The existence of multiple studies is not surprising given 
that cities appear to be bearing the brunt of most of the by-products of war, whether the physical destruction 
or the influx of refugees and IDPs. As such, the ability of cities to adapt to post-conflict requirements through 
effective urban management and development to complement security efforts is crucial to build resilience 
to future challenges. Through this approach, the aim should also be to resolve any long-standing grievances 
that might have driven the conflict so that history does not repeat itself. The housing shortage in Kigali, for 
instance, has been deemed as fuelling the growing social gap that contributed to the Rwandan genocide in 
1994.62

There exist substantial differences related to specific conflict circumstances, community capacity and the 
strength and organisation of local institutions. As such, it would be unrealistic to claim that a one-size-fits-
all model of post-conflict stabilisation, transformation and urban management exists. Nevertheless, there 
is value in drawing lessons that could inform interventions in cities in different regions. Importantly, the 
examples discussed below highlight the complexity of dealing with short term as well as long term issues, i.e. 
stabilising a city first and then ensuring it remains stable in the long run.

Transforming Police Forces for the Post-Conflict Phase

One of the many challenges of post-conflict situations is the re-building of relations between the public 
and authorities. Above all, the relationship between the people and the police (and other security forces) is 
crucial. Importantly, whereas it is non-state armed groups such as rebels, jihadists and criminals, that are 
commonly identified as the main drivers of insecurity, in a number of settings state authorities such as the 
military and the police have been perpetrating violence by adopting repressive and heavy-handed responses 
to security challenges or through their direct involvement in criminal activities. It is in such cases that reform 
is most needed to restore authorities’ legitimacy in the eyes of the civilian population.

62   Murillo, Fernando and Kayumba, Eudes. 2003. Refugee Dwelling Project in Kigali (Rwanda): Utopia of Reintegration? Accessed in July 2018. https://
www.academia.edu/5787245/Refugee_Dwelling_Project_in_Kigali_Rwanda_Utopia_of_Reintegration 
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Against this backdrop, Alice Hills’ in-depth study of post-conflict policing argues that order, rather than security, 
is what is truly meaningful for people’s lives and is a more significant issue in post-conflict cities. Indeed, 
security, is merely a means to an end, i.e. order. In her work, that includes cities as varied as Basra, Kabul, 
Freetown, Juba, Sarajevo and many others, she concludes that notwithstanding case-specific differences, 
all post-conflict cities share ineffective police forces and ‘the fragmented, localised and temporary nature 
of security provision’.63 She concluded that the re-emergence of order after a conflict reflects the power 
relations and patterns of subjugation that are by-products of insecurity.64

As such, other experts have argued that the promotion of legitimate security has to be prioritised. To achieve 
that, policy makers should ensure that security programmes require cooperation between the police and 
the public with the community being in the driver’s seat when it comes to defining the direction and nature 
of efforts.65  Additionally, it has been noted that police forces can only be as effective as the institutions 
behind them, namely courts, prisons and the judicial system as a whole. Lessons from Afghanistan and Iraq 
have indeed strengthened this argument and emphasised the fact that in the aftermath of conflict local law 
enforcement is likely to be unable to resume its role effectively, hence the deployment of international police 
advisors becomes needed.66

A contemporary example is Italy’s contribution to the stabilisation of Iraq, under the auspices of the Global 
Coalition against Dahesh, which centres around the Carabinieri Task Force training of police units, ranging 
from police techniques courses to counter IEDs; from community policing to cultural heritage control, from 
crowd and riot control to crime scene investigation.67 The Italians have a long track record of training foreign 
police forces (Kosovo, Lebanon and Afghanistan) including in Iraq. In 2004-2006 they were responsible for 
training Iraqi forces in Nasiriya and between 2007 and 2011 they continued their training mission out of 
Camp Dublin at Baghdad’s airport.68  Yet, the conduct of Iraqi police forces has come under scrutiny following 
reports of their involvement in brutality and extra judicial killings which undermine their legitimacy.69

The importance of reforming police forces is further highlighted by the nexus between conflict and crime, 
which is particularly evident in conflict-affected and post conflict cities and produces pernicious effects. 
Although evidence shows that transnational organised crime, illegal trafficking, and illicit economies impact 
the nature and duration of conflict, it can be argued that conflict may itself be ’criminogenic’—that is, it 
generates crime.70   The same can be said of post-conflict scenarios. Activities such as drug trafficking, money 
laundering, arms trafficking and extortion are inherently drawn to cities due to their international connections 
and widespread availability of vulnerable areas and populations that armed groups can exploit. 

63  Hills, Alice. 2009. Policing post-conflict cities. London: Zed Books, 201.
64 Ibid,. 202.
65 Davis. A Toolkit for Urban Resilience. 11.
66 Caan. Christina. 2005. ‘Post-Conflict Stabilization and Reconstruction: What Have We Learned From Iraq and Afghanistan’. Peace Brief, Washington, 

DC: USIP. https://www.usip.org/publications/2005/04/post-conflict-stabilization-and-reconstruction-what-have-we-learned-iraq-and 
67 Global Coalition against Daesh. How Italy supports the lobal Coalition against Daesh. Accessed in November 2018. http://theglobalcoalition.org/en/

how-italy-supports-the-global-coalition-against-daesh/
68 Ryan, Missy. 2016. ‘How the Italian police wound up having a significant presence in Iraq’, The Washington Post. 23 June. https://www.washingtonpost.

com/news/checkpoint/wp/2016/06/23/how-the-italian-police-wound-up-having-a-significant-presence-in-iraq/?utm_term=.e36e9b935731
69   Parker, Ned. 2015. ‘Special Report: After Iraqi forces take Tikrit, a wave of looting and lynching’, Reuters. 3 April. https://www.reuters.com/article/us-

mideast-crisis-iraq-tikrit-special-re/special-report-after-iraqi-forces-take-tikrit-a-wave-of-looting-and-lynching-idUSKBN0MU1DP20150403; 
and Al Arabiya. 2017. ‘Iraqi policeman, who calls himself ‘The Beheader,’ decapitated 50 ISIS militants’, Al Arabiya. 28 June. http://english.alarabiya.
net/en/features/2017/06/28/Iraqi-policeman-calls-himself-The-Beheader-after-decapitating-50-ISIS-militants-.html

70 Comolli, V. 2017. ‘Transnational Organized Crime and Conflict’. Background paper for United Nations–World Bank Flagship Study, Pathways for 
Peace: Inclusive Approaches to Preventing Violent Conflict, World Bank, Washington, DC. 
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A number of cases from around the world highlight the importance of taking into consideration criminal 
agendas in the context of peace negotiations—an approach that has often been discarded with detrimental 
effects, such as in Sierra Leone and Haiti in the 1990s and in Iraq following 2003, when the rapid  
demobilisation of Iraqi forces translated into the formation of violent criminal gangs.71

Additionally, post-conflict criminality (including street crime) and criminality-driven corruption – recurrent 
features of urban environments – also run the risk of deterring foreign investors from entering the licit 
market, which undermines prospects for economic development and growth and for reducing fragility. There 
are further economic repercussions from laundering criminal proceeds into the legal economy. In the case of 
real estate, for instance, this can result in inflated prices, reduced purchasing power for the local population, 
and increased inequality and economic marginalisation.72

Decentralisation of Decision Making 

Iraq after 2003 is a typical example of the challenges that a post-conflict situation presents. Above all is 
the fact that whereas formal conflict might be over, violence and instability are likely to continue and to 
move along a continuum that, one hopes, would eventually (but not always) lead to actual peace. Iraqis 
have been in and out of conflict ever since 2003, with even the transition phases being characterised by high 
vulnerability to shocks and crisis.73

A study by Shaymaa Alkhalefy, Poorang Piroozfar and Andrew Church discusses the tensions between 
centralised and local level decision-making. It recalls how Iraqi urban planning had always followed a top-
down approach, failing to engage with local authorities, the private sector and civil society, and resulting 
in tensions born out of the failure of social integration and the inability to meet the true needs of local 
communities.74  On the contrary, the interests of higher levels of government were the ones prioritised in 
local urban planning.75

A key lesson from the Iraqi experience was the importance of decentralising decision-making at the provincial 
and municipal level and delegating sufficient authority to local development agencies and municipal 
councils – hence producing a more participatory model of urban management.  Furthermore, this approach 
implies the building of a common vision for the city with stakeholders aligned around it and working in close 
cooperation. In this context, Cities Alliance noted that positive outcomes had resulted from allowing urban 
systems to self-organise once appropriate common visions and policy frameworks had been set up.76

71 Berdal, Mats. 2009. Building Peace after War. Oxon, UK: Routledge.
72 Lawson, Brooke Stearns and Dininio, Phyllis. 2013. The Development Response to Drug Trafficking in Africa: A Programming Guide. Washington, DC: 

USAID.
73  Brown, Graham, Langer, Arnim and Stewart, Frances. 2011. ‘A Typology of Post-Conflict Environments’, Working Paper for Centre for Research on 

Peace and Development. Belgium: University of Leuven, 4.
74   Alkhalefy, Shaymaa, Piroozfar, Poorang, Church, Andrew. 2016. Resilience through Urban Management of Reconstruction in Post-Conflict Settings: 

A focus on Housing Interventions in the Case of Iraq. Brighton: University of Brighton, 4.
75 Graham Tipple, The state of Iraq cities report: cities in transition. Report for Republic of Iraq-Ministry of Municipalities (Newcastle upon Tyne, Global 

Urban Research Unit, 2007), unpublished, cited in Alkhalefy, Poorang, Church, Resilience through Urban Management of Reconstruction in Post-
Conflict Setting.

76 Cities Alliance, Guide to City Development Strategies: Improving Urban Performance, (Washington DC. 2006).
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Community Participation and Resilience

There is broad agreement around the assumption that community participation in post-conflict 
reconstruction helps increase cities’ resilience to future shocks. Such participation can be fostered through 
housing interventions.77 An assessment of cities with significant levels of instability including Karachi, 
Kigali, Managua, Medellín, Mexico City, Nairobi, and São Paolo and conducted  by Diane Davis at Harvard 
University, conceptualised resilience as individuals’ or communities’ ability to resist ‘through strategies that 
help them establish relatively autonomous control over the activities, spaces, and social or economic forces 
and conditions that comprise their daily lives’.78

A further layer to this is the role of personal identity and the ability to identify with a certain neighbourhood 
hence becoming truly invested in its development. In the absence of that feeling of belonging, meaningful 
social networks are hard to build, as exemplified by the case of Diesloot in Johannesburg, hence weakening 
urban resilience. 79

Community participation can take multiple forms. In Mexico City, for instance, through the involvement in 
participatory budgeting programmes, citizens were able to engage in a dialogue with the authorities around 
priorities and investments and could then offer their input so that interventions would be better targeted.80

Promoting Mobility

Following the end of the Troubles, the ethno-nationalistic conflict that plagued Northern Ireland for most of 
the second half of the twentieth century, the city of Belfast changed dramatically and with that the economy. 
Notably, the post-conflict economy in the city grew unevenly, depending on the specific sector and space, 
with entire areas – especially those in the west and north of the city that had suffered the most during the 
conflict – being left behind. This led to further segregation (and discontent) and exclusion from the economic 
dynamism experienced in the south. 

Brendan Murtagh’s analysis of the Belfast case study highlights the importance of promoting mobility to 
ensure as many people as possible avoid being trapped in depressed neighbourhoods from which they 
become unable to access employment opportunities.81 This assessment underpins the need for two 
fundamental policy responses to foster greater urban inclusiveness. First, in order to address segregation, it 
is key to understand what would be the most-needed and efficient modes of public transport that would help 
those living in the poorest areas reach industrial and commercial areas. In addition, albeit more expensive, 
it would be beneficial to introduce flexibility of routes in the design of public transport networks that adapt 
to the changing environment and urban dynamics, such as for instance the building of new markets or other 
economic centres people would need to access.82

77   Barakat, Sultan. 2003. ‘Housing Reconstruction after Conflict and Disaster’, Network Paper no. 43. Humanitarian Practice Network.
78 Davis, Diane. 2012. A Toolkit for Urban Resilience in Situations of Chronic Violence. Report for the United States Agency for International Development 

(USAID). Cambridge: Center for International Studies, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 7.
79  Ibid.
80  Ibid.
81 Murtagh, Brendan. 2008. ‘New Spaces and Old in ‘Post-Conflict’ Belfast’, Divided Cities/Contested States Working Paper No.5, 22.
82 Ibid., 23.
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A second form of needed policy initiative highlighted by the Belfast case concerns investments in the labour 
market that are particularly targeted to the requirements of the youth in areas at risk. In Belfast, they are 
represented by interface areas, i.e. parts of the city where nationalists and unionists share a physical boundary 
and are known for being the sites of greater social deprivation and sectarian violence.83 Support, funding 
and training for targeted projects, instead of traditional skill-based approaches that are unlikely to attract 
marginalised groups, have proved successful.84

Admittedly, the above recommendations speak to longer-term interventions to foster greater urban 
inclusiveness beyond the immediate-term requirements of stabilisation. Yet, one could argue that the 
experience of Belfast reinforces the need for designing approaches to stabilisation that address immediate 
concerns by, for example, creating immediate and/or temporary employment opportunities (as indicated 
earlier in this paper) but that are also mindful of possible future requirements for which stabilisation 
operations can provide solid bases. For instance, this could amount to offering jobs to former combatants in a 
way that both avoids their stigmatisation and takes into account security concerns and respects expectations 
of the broader community. The latter, in fact, is likely to resent former combatants so it is crucial that no 
section of society is excluded from economic activities in order to avoid inequalities towards certain groups, 
including women.85

The Kigali Anomaly 

Rwanda’s capital Kigali is a case study worth considering: following the 1994 conflict it went from “urban 
catastrophe to model city” praised internationally, including by UN-Habitat, for its rapid and peaceful 
development.86  Academics have highlighted that from a methodological perspective, Kigali is a deviant case 
when compared to the trajectory taken by most developing world cities in post-conflict transitions which 
tend to feature urban violence and substantial levels of criminality (sometimes higher than in the pre-conflict 
era, e.g. in Central America). Yet, it shows that even severely conflict-affected urban centres can undergo 
significant positive transformation.  

Kigali’s model was implemented on three bases: first, highly-centralised policy-making driven by the 
consolidation of the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) at the national and city-level; second, an elite-driven 
approach aimed at turning Kigali into a regional financial, ICT and logistics hub; and third, the de-prioritisation, 
albeit not officially, of creating new economic opportunities for the poor either in the cities or in rural areas 
– something that international donors also lamented.87

The question remains as to whether this is a truly sustainable model. In the short term, the approach adopted 
in Kigali, and favoured by rather laissez-faire international donors, proved effective in stabilising the city and 

83 Cumming, Mark et al. 2016. Growing Up On an Interface Findings and Implications for the Social Needs, Mental Health and Lifetime Opportunities 
of Belfast Youth. Belfast: OFMdFM.

84 Murtagh, ‘New Spaces and Old in ‘Post-Conflict’ Belfast’, 23.
85 UN. 2009. United Nations Policy for Post-Conflict Employment Creation, Income Generation and Reintegration. Geneva, United Nations. 9. http://

www.refworld.org/pdfid/5227107a4.pdf
86 Goodfellow, Tom and Smith, Alyson. 2013. ‘From urban catastrophe to ‘model’ city?: Politics, security and development in post-conflict Kigali’. Urban 

Studies, 50 (15). 
87 Ibid. 16-17.
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setting the foundations for reconstruction and future economic growth but, arguably, it did so at the expense 
of the poorer sections of society. City authorities did not shy away from large-scale expropriations of informal 
settlements and the relocation of their inhabitants outside the city. By doing so they effectively promoted 
social segregation between the Rwandan elite and expats living in highly securitised neighbourhoods 
featuring upscale properties and amenities, and the low-earners for whom living in Kigali was no longer 
feasible. This exclusionary approach, especially in light of demographic and urban growth trends and the 
resulting increasing demand for economic and employment opportunities, points to its limited sustainability 
on the longer term, including as it creates the potential for discontent and unrest. Some indicators would 
suggest that this has so far been averted through curtailing freedom of expression, civil liberties and political 
dissent.88 

The issue of segregation is well known to the inhabitants of several Middle Eastern cities. Somehow 
reminiscent of the Kigali experience, the reconstruction of Beirut’s city centre has been accused of having 
a heavily commercial character which, albeit intended as a way of portraying neutrality, eventually resulted 
in accentuating the divide between those who could afford some of the expensive goods sold in the new 
modern establishments, such as Starbucks, and those unable to do so.89

These examples further reinforce the need for regional actors involved in urban stabilisation to plan and 
implement reconstruction projects that, first, are not built on Western standards -  featuring upmarket 
shopping centres that most locals won’t be able to afford - and second, are mindful not only of the needs of 
local elites but also, and more importantly, would benefit the most vulnerable sections of society rather than 
further marginalise them.

6. Concluding Discussion
The preceding pages have brought to the fore the intersection between, on the one hand, demographic 
and urbanisation trends and, on the other, conflict. Urbanisation itself is not a source of instability. On the 
contrary, cities often are the main propellers of a country’s economic growth. They present opportunities and 
offer services that can be hard to access in rural areas. Yet, they can become the stage of multiple forms of 
instability. 

In some cases, violence is generated from within the city and, more precisely, in informal settlements or 
slums that become home to non-state armed groups. A number of Latin American cities are dealing with this 
problem deploying police and soldiers effectively militarising law enforcement. Elsewhere, in places such as 

88  Freedom House. 2018. ‘Rwanda Profile. Freedom in the World 2017’. Accessed in September 2018. https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-
world/2017/rwanda

89  Urban Polarisation. Beirut. The urban environment: Mirror and mediator of radicalization? Accessed in November 2018. http://urbanpolarisation.
glazprom.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=section&layout=blog&id=9&Itemid=82&lang=en
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Syria, it is full-blown conflict that has made its way into towns and cities increasing the onus on the military to 
re-think the use of explosive weapons and focus on increasing precision targeting to limit collateral damage 
as much as possible – a true challenge in densely populated areas such as cities. Across the world there are 
also many cities that experience a mix of these first two categories which is typical of lower-level conflict 
that usually follows war and is often fuelled by the interrelationship between conflict/post-conflict dynamics 
and crime. 

Finally, there are cases, common in South Asian megacities for instance, in which the by-products of near-by 
conflict such as the dislodgment of armed groups who then seek refuge in cities, endogenous criminality and 
other stresses such as inflows of refugees contribute to a volatile mix, sometimes requiring the deployment 
of military and paramilitary troops to sedate violence.

Because of the peculiarities presented by cities, new and more cross-sectoral approaches to stabilisation 
have better chances of producing long term stability and fostering resilience to shocks, crises and indeed 
future conflict.

This paper argues that notwithstanding the important role played by international actors in the form of 
military, development or humanitarian assistance and by national level authorities, local engagement and 
cooperation are paramount. Indeed, there is great value in redressing the existing state-centric bias in favour 
of moving towards initiatives at the sub-national level. In this regard, and as exemplified by the earlier 
discussion about post 2013 Iraqi cities, engaging local communities fosters a feeling of local ownership 
and is more likely to guarantee sustainability of new approaches in cities. In addition, a population-centric 
approach in urban stabilisation operations allows for building legitimacy for the international actors which, 
among other benefits, improves public opinion and facilitates the collection of human intelligence (HUMINT). 

The growing consensus around this approach became apparent in the course of a recent IISS-ICRC project.  
Too many interventions supported by international organisations and governments are channelled through 
national agencies without the involvement of municipal and other local authorities. The latter are likely 
to have a better understanding of local needs, dynamics and priorities and can support an area-based 
approach, i.e. one that is tailored to a specific environment. In addition, responses need to feature non-
governmental organisations and the expert community. Equally, approaches ought to be multi-sectoral to 
include developmental, humanitarian, security and urban planning elements. Experts have begun to argue 
that development and emergency responses are converging and that development efforts should start while 
a conflict is still ongoing, for example by helping set up water-supply systems rather than by distributing 
bottled water. In other words, development becomes part of the response to conflict in cities.90

90 IISS. 2018. Armed Conflict in Cities.
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Moreover, whereas armed forces, especially Western ones, have been forecasting and preparing for intensive 
fighting in urban areas aimed at defeating an opponent, a number of examples mentioned in this paper show 
that low-intensity armed opposition can remain a persistent problem in the absence of fully-fledged conflict 
(or beyond the formal end of a conflict). 

The security forces involved initially would have objectives not hugely different from those in rural settings: to 
establish the rule of law and deter armed spoilers, primarily to pave the way for further political and economic 
strengthening. However, they would need to be accompanied by a range of technical and political actors able 
to engage with local communities, power brokers and physical infrastructure that are more numerous and 
interconnected in the urban system. Therefore, security forces would need to be complemented by urban 
planning, social engagement in marginalised areas, political power brokering with a variety of influential 
local leaders and sectarian groups, engineering expertise for rebuilding and ‘quick-win’ solutions as well as 
economic and business development in order to offer employment in areas likely to be deprived and fragile.

Undeniably, cooperation among multiple actors brings challenges vis-à-vis the sequencing of responses; the 
availability of resources and sustainability of efforts; competition among different agencies; and sustaining 
efforts in light of changing political priorities on both the donor and recipient sides. The presence of 
several international organisations also runs the risk of fragmenting local communities. Developing mutual 
understanding and trust in peacetime among various agencies and especially between military and non-
military actors, is fundamental to increase chances of better cooperation once a crisis erupts. 

One recommendation would be for military forces to have ‘sockets’ where humanitarian organisations can 
be ‘plugged in’ easily during conflict situations. Multi-agency joint training for the conduct of operations in 
urban settings would support and complement this approach. 

Urban planners and architects deserve a final mention. Their role should move beyond coordinating service 
supply. Instead their designs and planning can contribute to creating and shaping a common socio-political 
identity in a given city that would increase social cohesion and make a city less vulnerable to shocks such as 
violence or full-blown conflict. As such, they should be involved in stabilisation efforts in cities.
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