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Abstract 
lood events are among the most common and catastrophic disasters in Nigeria. With 
climate change both the rate and intensity appears to have increased in a manner that 
does not discriminate with respect to riparian and non-riparian communities. 

Consequently this paper examines from a global perspective the new thinking in disaster 
management. Using a desktop analysis approach, the paper examines Nigerian government 
approach to handling disaster issues from the point of view of the National Emergency 
Management Agency (NEMA) approach to disaster management. The larger Nigerian experience 
of disaster management was also examined. Data on the losses arising from flood disaster 
across the states was also examined. The finding of the paper shows that the socio-economic 
losses from flood across the country have not abated. Consequently, the need for the adaption 
of some global/international framework for disaster management is recommended. These 
include the principle of Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) with particular reference to the Hyogo 
framework, and the city resilience which captures ‘my city is getting ready’.  This is because 
disasters like flood are likely to increase with climate change in the coming years and all 
stakeholders in the Nigerian environment must be proactive. 
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Introduction 

In Nigeria, flood events are among the most common and catastrophic disasters. Globally, 

floods are a major problem and a risk to settlement along river flood plains. This is because 
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floods account for damage and loss of lives. According to World Health Organisation (WHO, 

2002), floods account for a third of all natural catastrophes in the world and a common 

devastating hazard which disrupts the prosperity, safety and amenity of residents and human 

settlement especially in developing countries of Latin America, Asia, Pacific Islands and Africa. 

Flood events have increased since the mid-1970s. Although, flood hazards are natural 

phenomena, the damage and losses from floods are the consequence of human action. It is 

believed that the amount and scale of flood events will continue to increase in the next 50years 

due to rapid urbanisation and overwhelming environmental change. According to Jha et al 

(2011), floods are natural phenomena, but they become a cause of serious concern when they 

exceed the coping capacity of affected communities, damaging lives and property. 

 

Generally, hazards are not new and people have devised ways of coping with and adapting to 

their environment. Different coping strategies have been used to reduce the impact of floods on 

human livelihood, health and socio-economic activities. Despite these effort, flood hazard 

continue to pose multiple risk to many countries particularly to developing countries. This 

indicates that currently used strategies for the most part in developing countries may have 

failed after all. There is therefore an increasing need to accept risk and on how to cope with the 

possibility of flood losses. 

 

Historically, cities have been perceived as places of refuge i.e. function of settlement to provide 

safety and protection to inhabitants from disasters (Wahab, 2013; Wamsler, 2014) and buffers to 

environmental change. Ironically today, cities are recipes or hotspot of disasters and risks, due 

to urbanization, degradation of environment due to poor urban planning; and rural and urban 

dwellers exploiting resources. Negative urban development processes contribute to 

vulnerability, just as high phenomenal urban growth has brought with it increased frequency 

and magnitude of disaster risk in larger cities in Nigeria.  

  

Therefore, there is need to mainstream Disaster risk reduction into urban and regional planning 

at all levels of decision making and pertinent researches in order to support decision making 

process and planning for sound urban flood risk management. This is expected to lead to 

sustainable urban development and protection of local communities, urban infrastructure 

particularly where development along river flood plains have been undertaken. This is because 

a disaster brings about unsustainable development and erodes year’s development efforts with 

a single stroke. 

 

Flood event analysis: Global and Local 

According to Abaya, Mandere and Ewald, (2009) floods account for 40 per cent of all natural 

disasters, most floods occur in developing and tropical countries. The negative impacts of flood 

undermine livelihoods and progress towards poverty reduction and Millennium Development 
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Goals (Gupta and Nair, 2012). Flooding is therefore, the most devastating hazard claiming more 

lives and property (Relief Web, 2012). It is believed to be one of the major factors that prevent 

Africa’s growing population from escaping poverty and stands in the way of United Nations, 

UN2020 goal (ActionAid, 2006).  

 

Nigeria suffered a catastrophic flood event in 2012. The disaster is the first to have occurred in 

the past 40 years. The disaster was due to intensive seasonal rainfall and release of sluice from 

Lagdo dam in Cameroun and local dams (Kainji, Jebba and Shiroro) in Nigeria (Mayomi, Dami 

and Maryah, 2013).The effect of flooding has far reaching physical, environmental, health and 

socio-economic impacts. Physical impacts include the damage of 597,576 houses. Health impact 

include  the issue of deaths of 363 people due to drowning and 18,200 persons registered injured 

obtained from the onset of flooding. In addition, floods cause the transmission of diseases such 

as cholera with 134 suspected cases and 14 deaths as reported by United Nations Children’s 

Fund (UNICEF, 2013) diarrhoea and malaria and increase infant mortality rate in child bearing 

women. Floods cause environmental pollution through contamination of water; disrupt 

livelihoods and loss of social network with 21million people displaced. This flood affected 256 

local government areas of the 33 states in Nigeria. Floods damage crops and inundate farmlands 

of an estimated 152,575 hectares in Kogi state (Aderogba, 2012; Nabegu, 2012; Ocheri and Ekele, 

2013; Mngutyo, 2013). Economic losses as reported by National Daily Newspaper (2012) from 

floods reveal a loss of about N6.5million ($43million) daily in petroleum resources. Hence, the 

country’s daily petroleum production fell by 18% from 2.6 to 2.1 barrels per day. These are clear 

manifestation of the un-sustainability of the conventional coping mechanism. 

 

This study therefore argues that in order to achieve sustainable development there is dire need 

for paradigm shift from the traditional approach of disaster management as obtained in Nigeria 

and as practised by NEMA, relief and humanitarian assistance which (Akujobi, 2013) describes 

as the Incident Command System (ICS) to current strategies which advocate for the adoption, 

modification and legislation of Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR), including regulation and 

mechanism that encourage compliance and promote the improvement of cities capacity to 

withstand disasters and commitment to sustainability and finally sharing information expertise, 

lessons learned  and tools to accelerate progress. This entails assisting communities get prepared 

for, reduce and prevent natural disasters of negative impacts. Consequently DRR sets out to 

motivate communities to be more involved in the identification and management of risk and 

reduction of vulnerability. 

  

The Concept of Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) 

Disaster risk brings about unsustainable development. In order to attain sustainability Lee, 

Henstra and Mcbean (2005) and Birkmann (2006) emphasize a shift from relief, recovery and 

disaster preparedness towards a more sustainable approach incorporating hazard mitigation. 
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They infer that the paradigm shift from quantification and analysis or assessment of hazard 

component to identification, assessment and ranking of vulnerabilities give more sustainable 

approach since there is a growing understating that increasing exposure of people, 

susceptibility and societal response capacity or lack of resilience (Birkmann et al 2013) has been 

the major cause of long term increases in future risk. Thus, it underlines the importance of 

measuring vulnerabilities and developing indicators that reduce risk and vulnerability. Since 

the underlying conditions of disaster risk are generated from unsustainable development 

(White, Kates and Burton, 2001) policies and practices. Hence, for sustainable urban 

development, disaster risk reduction in this context emphasize on reducing the underlying 

causes of vulnerability of urban communities and enhancing resilience need to be explored. 

Within the last three decades, global concerns has accelerated and focused on anthropogenic 

activities that alter natural environment. These concerns have translated into several initiatives 

at the global level intended for adoption at national and local levels with a view to engendering 

risk reduction, adaptive capacity and sustainable urban development. In 1992, the United 

Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) held in Rio de Janeiro, 

produced a document tagged agenda 21. The document acknowledged disaster risk reduction 

as an element of many of the national and local efforts to implement Agenda 21. In 2002, the 

Johannesburg World Summit on Sustainable Development reaffirmed the place of disaster risk 

reduction within its notion of ‘sustainable development’. In the run up to Johannesburg 

Summit, ten years after Rio Summit, the third Global Environmental Outlook report by the 

United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP, 2002) included a substantial chapter on 

disasters. It noted the uneven progress in reducing risk and it is mostly concentrated in rich 

countries. But, on balance, it considered the significance of what is called the ‘vulnerability gap’ 

‘which is widening within societies and between countries and across regions with the 

disadvantaged more at risk to environmental changes and disasters. This the Hyogo Framework 

for Action (HFA) 2005-2015, which focuses on building the resilience of nations and countries 

to disasters, calls on government to ‘adopt, or modify where necessary, legislation to support 

disaster risk reduction, including regulation and mechanisms that encourage compliance and 

promote incentives for undertaking risk reduction and mitigation activities as first priority 

action. The HFA is facilitated by United Nations International Strategy for Disaster Reduction 

(UNISDR 2007) and provides an umbrella under which effective strategies for Disaster Risk 

Reduction can be coordinated and from which accountability can be derived. It provides a 

technical and political agreement on areas that needs to be addressed to reduce risk. The Hyogo 

Framework for action has five priorities for action. 

1. Ensure that disaster reduction is a national and a local priority with strong institutional 

basis for implementation; 

2. Identify, assess and monitor disaster risk and enhance warning; 
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3. Use knowledge, innovation and education to build a culture safety and resilience at all 

levels; 

4. Reduce the underlying risk factors and 

5. Strengthen disaster preparedness for effective response at all levels. (UNISDR, 2007) 

 

In 2010, the United Nations International Strategy for Disaster Risk Reduction launched a 

global campaign tagged Making Cities Resilient, My City is Getting Ready! With specific focus 

on improving cities capacity to withstand disasters and commitment to sustainable 

development practices that will reduce disasters risks and improve wellbeing and safety of 

citizens. The campaign is guided by 3 central principles- “to know more; invest wiser and 

build safer” which are guided by the 5 priorities of HFA 2005-2015. By signing the campaign, 

a city commits to take actions to build its resilience. The actions are guided by 10 essentials for 

making cities resilient a 10 point check list of factors considered fundamental for cities to 

improve their resilience capacity. The campaign seeks to engage city leaders and local 

government to commit to essentials and work with local and national authorities as well as 

grassroots networks. The 10 essentials for building resilient cities are: 

 

Essential 1: Institutional and administrative frameworks 

Essential 2: Financing and resources 

Essential 3: Multi-hazard risk assessment 

Essential 4: Infrastructure protection, upgrading and resilience 

Essential 5: Protect vital facilities 

Essential 6: Building regulations and land use planning 

Essential 7: Training, education and public awareness 

Essential 8: Environmental protection and strengthening ecosystems 

Essential 9: Effective preparedness, early warning and response 

Essential10: Recovery and rebuilding communities. (UNISDR, 2012) 

 

The campaign is aimed at creating local initiatives for Urban DRR and informs cities about the 

global initiatives. Its objectives are to increase knowledge and awareness of urban risk issues 

and solutions; raise political profile of urban DRR; create stronger linkages between national 

and local policies; share the experiences and lessons learnt from partnership among 

stakeholders in building resilience; and use these as a basis for developing strategies. By 2012, 

more than 1,200 cities had signed up the campaign.  

 

However, the Hyogo framework for Action is set to end by 2015, and the United Nations 

International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (UNISDR) is setting a new focus for Disaster Risk 

Reduction. The Afri-cities 6th Summit held in December 2012 in Dakar, Senegal and the 4th  

Africa Regional  Platform  for Disaster Risk Reduction in Febuary,2013 in Arusha Tanzania were 
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organised  with objectives of monitoring progress  in the implementation of  African  Regional 

strategy for Disaster Risk Reduction 2005-2015; sharing information; expertise; lessons learned 

and tools to accelerate progress; and building the steps  for post disaster 2015 DRR  agenda in 

Africa. The crux of Post Disaster Risk Reduction 2015 (Framework for Action 2) is: 

 

1. Raising awareness: city  officials to gain more knowledge of dynamics of vulnerability and 

risk, and the implications on development; 

2. Bottom-up approach: local governments to have responsibilities. This entails promoting 

political will, harmonising policies and decentralizing  Disaster Risk Reduction process; 

3. Knowing more: increase capacities to accelerate implementation of  plans and policies; 

4. Making Disasters Risk Reduction a core function: based on awareness, political will and 

capacity; 

5. Involve local officials from the start: to ensure that national authorities communicate with 

city officials, inform them about the national and global commitments, and involve cities/ 

local government in planning. 

 

In spite of the broad dimensions of various global instruments generally aimed at sustainability; 

Disaster Risk Reduction; Hyogo framework 2005-2015; Post 2015 for Disaster Risk Reduction 

and Making cities resilient. My City is getting Ready! Of specific interest to this study are; 

a. Hyogo framework 2005-2015 clear priorities which states; 

(i) Ensure that DRR is a national/local priority with strong institutional basis for 

implementation 

(ii) Use knowledge, innovation and education to build a culture of safety  and resilience at 

all levels 

(iii) Reduce underlying risk factors through land use planning as well as social, economic 

and environmental measures. 

 

 

b.  Post 2015 Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 

(i) Raise awareness; city officials to gain more knowledge of dynamics of vulnerability and 

risk , and the implications of development; 

(ii) Bottom-up approach: local government to have responsibilities. This entails promoting 

political will, harmonising policies and decentralising DRR resources; 

(iii) Making Disasters Risk Reduction a core function: based on awareness, political will and 

capacity; 

(iv) Involve local officials from the start: to ensure that national authorities 

communicate with city officials, inform them about the national and global 

commitments, and involve cities/ local government in planning. 
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c. Making Cities Resilient My City is Getting Ready with 5 out its  10 essentials; 

(a) Essential 4: Infrastructure protection, upgrading and resilience 

(b)  Essential 6:Building regulation and land use 

(c) Essential 8:Environmental protection and strengthening ecosystems 

(d) Essential 9: Effective preparedness, early warning and response 

(e) Essential 10: Recovery and rebuilding communities 

 

 

Disaster Risk Management: The Nigerian approach 

Prior to organise/institutional response to disasters, interventions were largely and exclusively 

carried out by private individuals and groups in affected communities. Organised disaster 

management in Nigeria is dated back to 1906 when the Fire Brigade unit was established. Obeta 

(2014) noted that first intervention of disaster by federal government came in during the first, 

second and third development plans of 1962-68, 1970-74 and 1975-80 respectively. Nigeria 

suffered severe in drought in 1972-1973 with severe socio-economic consequences and loss of 

lives this led to the establishment of the National Emergency Relief Agency (NERA) in 1976 

with the mandate of distributing relief material to disaster victims.  Recent years, marked an 

increase in occurrence of disaster event, consequent loss of lives and a huge loss in social and 

economic assets, due to extreme climate change and the interaction between humans and the 

environment. There arose the need to address natural disasters through disaster reduction 

strategies in line with the United Nations International Decade for Disaster Reduction (IDNDR). 

The federal government modified the scope of Disaster Risk Management and changed the 

name from NERA to National Emergency Management Agency (NEMA) established under Act 

12 of 1999 with the mandate to formulate policies and coordinate the implementation of plans, 

programmes and activities relating to Disaster Risk Management for efficient and effective 

response to disasters. To fulfil this mandate NEMA developed several plans and guidelines 

including the National Disaster response Plan, Search and Rescue/Epidemic Evacuation Plan, 

National Nuclear and Radiological Plan and Early Warning System on Epidemic. From the 

foregoing the task of disaster risk management in Nigeria is within the purview of the National 

Emergency Management Agency (NEMA). At the state level there is the State Emergency 

Management Agency (SEMA) which coordinates Disaster Risk Reduction at state. At local 

government level is the Local government Emergency (LEMA).Whereas, SEMA is established 

at all state levels LEMA is non- existent in most areas (Ogboi, 2013). However, NEMA 

established volunteer schemes from local communities examples are the Grassroots Emergency 

Volunteers Corps (GEVC) and Emergency Management Vanguard (EMV). They engage in 

advocacy, awareness campaigns and immediate response to emergency when they occur before 

the arrival of relevant agencies.  

However, NEMA encountered challenges in implementing plans which necessitate the 

development of the National Disaster Management Framework (NDMF) to overcome 
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challenges and improve disaster management in Nigeria. The NDMF serves as a regulatory 

guideline for the effective and efficient disaster management in Nigeria. The NDMF has seven 

focus areas namely: institutional capacity, coordination, disaster risk assessment, disaster risk 

reduction, disaster prevention, preparedness and mitigation, disaster response and disaster 

recovery.  

The weaknesses of NEMA are inherent in her inability to bring actual succour to disaster victims 

by ways of preventive measures. At the moment, the general approach to disaster management 

is made up of facilitating the evacuations of victims and providing the victims the most urgent 

assistance, usually in the form of food, warm clothes, medicine and temporal shelter. This was 

the kind of approach adopted in the 2012 flood experience, where the Federal Government 

released a whopping sum of 17.6million to the affected states. The money was largely used to 

provide the traditional food, warm clothes, temporal shelter and medicine, but it fails in reducing 

the socio-economic losses and so over the years disasters have been accompany with huge 

material and financial losses as captured on table 1.  

 
Table 1: Spatial distribution of flood events in Nigeria (2000-2015) 

S/n Year  Affected area/State Recorded losses 

1 2000 Gurara River (Niger  State)  Over 150,000 persons rendered homeless 

2 2000 River Katisina-Ala (Benue State)   Several farm lands and crops were submerged 

3 2001  River Pai (Taraba State)  Thousands of people were rendered homeless 

4 2002  No extreme flood was recorded   

5 2003  Ebonyi River and Cross River (Ebony and 

Cross River State) 

Farms, houses and Roads were washed away 

6 2003  Kubuwa steam (FCT Abuja) Vehicle & houses submerged 

7 2003 200 Kaduna River (Kaduna State)  About 100;000 People Were Drowned (Worst Flood Event in 

Nigerian History 

8 2003  Epe  Houses, vehicles etc submerged 

9 2004 River Gongola (Gombe State)  20 people died 

10 2005  No extreme flood recorded   

11 2006 Ogun river (Lagos and Ogun States)  Over 20 settlements lying close to Ogun river lost 

12 2006 Zamfara River (Zamfara & Kebbi) Farmlands, houses, roads and culverts  washed away 

13 2007 Sokoto & Rima River (Sokoto state) 500 people were rendered homeless 

14 2007 Sokoto river (Kebbi State) 3000 people rendered homeless; 300 houses submerged 

15 2007 Ngadda River (Borno State) 21 villages sacked by the flood water 

16 2007  Wuse River (Plateau States) 

 

47 persons died 200 settlements washed away (worst in 30 years) 

17 2007 Shasha River (Lagos States)   Vehicles, houses farmlands & roads destroyed 

18 2009 Benin and Enviros  Damaged urban infrastructure and displaced people 

19 2011 Ibadan and Enviros Damage of urban infrastructure (roads, bridges, 

20 2012 Niger-Benue trough 22 (states) Damage farms, houses and roads, displaced millions of people 

about 431 persons were killed 
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21 2013 Cross-River, Kebbi and Plateau state Trees and cars washed away with 7 deaths in Cross- river; 4 

deaths, 42 injured 160 homes/houses damaged and over 200 

rendered homeless in Kebbi state. 300 houses destroyed several 

livestock and crops damaged, while many people got missing in 

Plateau. 

22 2014 Akwa Ibom, Cross-River Parts of the south 

west especially Oyo state 

15 deaths, 60 homes and several public facilities lost. 

23 2015 Kano, Katsina, Sokoto, Kebbi, Zamfara, 

Kaduna, Jigawa, Adamawa, Yobe, Gombe 

& Bauchi 

Over 53 deaths, 100,420 people displaced and thousands of 

houses, farmlands and property worth billions of Naira also lost. 

Source: serial number 1-20 Adapted from Obeta, 2014, 21-23 from www.premiumtimesng.com and floods in Nigeria - 

FloodList using various National Emergency Agency (NEMA) sources. 

 

 

According to the information on table 1, flood disaster has not spared any part of the country. It 

has affected riparian and non- riparian states. In addition the socio-economic losses also appear 

to be similar. The period from the year 2000 to 2006 though had more catastrophic flood events; 

the frequency of flooding during this period is however less. For example in year 2003 and 2005, 

no serious flood event was recorded across the country. The period from 2006 to 2012 had 

recorded more repeated flood events, with the 2012 going down in history as the most wide 

spread flood event in Nigeria. Nonetheless, the years running up to 2015 did not fare better either. 

Giving this scenario, disaster risk management, especially from the perspective of flooding 

cannot continue as business as usual.  

 

The problem of floods in Nigeria is attributable to poor development control and environmental 

practices (Ogboi, 2013); incapacity of local government to ensure provision of infrastructure and 

disaster reduction, preparedness and management structure and to a greater extent weak 

institutional response to flooding (ActionAid, 2006); and finally a lack of flood specific policies 

i.e. flood management policy, extensive risk assessment of vulnerability, lack adequate 

engineering measures and adaptation frameworks to act as coping strategies to reduce the 

devastating impact of floods (ActionAid 2012).  

 

Furthermore, local planning authorities and urban development agencies in Nigeria have 

addressed physical planning merely as a tool to design physical layout for settlements and 

issuance of development permits. Many cities have no master plan to guide development and 

where such exist it is out dated or not implemented. Hence, physical planning is perceived in-

terms of ad-hoc physical solutions to human settlements its tools are grossly in adequate.  Settle 

in Nigeria must set up strategies to tackle disaster risk at local levels.  

 

Conclusion 

http://www.premiumtimesng.com/
http://floodlist.com/africa/floods-nigeria-september-2013
http://floodlist.com/africa/floods-nigeria-september-2013
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Increase in loss of lives and socio- economic assets, due partly to climatic change necessitated 

the need to address natural disasters through disaster reduction strategies in line with the 

United Nations International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (UNISDR). Floods in Nigeria are 

due to nature, but aggravated by anthropogenic activities including poor development control 

and environmental practices. Review of literature reveal that coping strategies used as response 

to mitigate floods are not feasible most coping strategies show individual efforts to tackle with 

floods. 

 

International declarations and document such as the Hyogo Framework for Action 2005-2015; 

Post 2015 Disaster Risk Reduction (HFA 2); Resilient Cities. My City is getting Ready! Stress the 

necessity to integrate risk and vulnerability reduction into sustainable development. The 

reductions of vulnerabilities through coping strategies reveal strong institutional capacities and 

vice versa. Risks arise from living in vulnerable sites; increased vulnerability to flooding as a 

result of lack of open spaces and green areas. Knowledge of existing coping strategies for 

disaster risk reduction can help to strengthen planning strategies for adaptation this provides 

fruitful grounds for built-in resilience of poor urban settlement that would be considered 

vulnerable and at risk  

 

Flood coping strategies can be viewed as measures taken to reduce and adapt to flood risk 

(urban and rural) as well as grassroots and institutional responses in reducing socio-economic 

vulnerability to hazards. Hence, Flood coping mechanism/strategy is the dynamic process 

which adapts to external changes and can be weakened or strengthened by wider policy and 

institutional action. The strengthening of coping capacities usually builds resilience to 

withstand the effects of natural and human induced hazards. Hence, the inclusion of grassroots 

or community participation is an important aspect of risk reduction strategy which will 

encourage individuals, households, communities and institutions to reduce vulnerability and 

furthermore these people have local knowledge and experience over past years to cope with 

hazards. Thus lessons can be learned and shared or transferred into wider scientific knowledge, 

policies and decision- making. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Recommendation  

There is a need to take series of issues into account in order to integrate this consideration into 

urban and rural planning adaptation plans. 
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 Nigeria has to adopt a new way of thought by moving away from the top-bottom, to 

more flexible bottom-up approach through the setting up by government of DRR 

network at all levels of government (Federal, State and LGA). 

 The starting point will be to review the existing disaster management policies and 

measures. This can be through robust research by the universities and research 

institutes. This review is important to strengthen the reduction aspect of disasters and 

domestic the DRR by synchronizing various relevant tools for environmental decision 

making including but not limited to tools such as Environmental Audit (EA), 

Environmental Management System (EMS) Life Circle Assessment (LCA) 

Geographical Information System (GIS) etc. In addition, DRR should become an 

integral part of the operations of relevant ministries, agencies and department (MDAs), 

especially the urban and regional planning/town planning unit of government at all 

level. 

 Provide adequate funding through statutory allocation and commit multi-nationals to 

further support DRR projects and programmes including research funding among 

others.  

 Enforce physical planning as a tool to guide all physical development especially along 

flood prone areas by applying various town planning regulations and building codes.  

 Encourage local community participation at every level of planning to learn from their 

local knowledge, strategies used to cope with and plans integrate such into scientific 

knowledge to strengthen coping mechanism.  

 Amend the Urban and Regional Planning Law of Decree 1999, by introducing the 

concept of disaster management and risk reduction into land use and developmental 

planning. 
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