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The current rate of urbanization is unprecedented and poses enormous challenges 
for governing bodies. New approaches to development and urban management are 
needed in the context of globalization and the need for local sustainability. While the 
developing world itself offers an abundance of lessons, case studies and best practices, 
these have rarely been positioned as cutting-edge contributions to reformed practices 
in city development. It is well recognized that the experience of the developed world is 
an incomplete guide to the new challenges posed by urbanization in the contemporary 
world. 

The “City Development: Issues and Best Practices” book series includes academic 
research, comparative and applied research, and case studies at the scale of the 
neighborhood, city, region, nation and supranational levels. This series will offer 
an opportunity to present the latest academic research and best practices in urban 
development with the goal of promoting sustainable and inclusive development, 
learning from the diverse and complementary experiences of rapidly urbanizing 
areas of the world. Although this book series focuses primarily on the developing 
world, we intend to include the latest academic research and evolving best practices 
from developed countries. 

The series is intended for geographers, planners, engineers, urban designers, archi-
tects, political scientists, sociologists, and economists, as well as policy makers and 
representatives from government, civil society, industry, etc. who are interested in 
the developing world. The series will also interest students seeking a foundation in 
the comparative analysis of key issues facing rapidly urbanizing areas of the world. 
It will include monographs, edited volumes and textbooks. Book proposals and final 
manuscripts will be peer-reviewed. 

The areas to be covered in the series include, but are not limited to, the following:

. Urban Equity and Inclusivity

. Reforming Informal Settlements

. Climate Change and Adaptation of the Built Environment

. Health Crises and Urban Risk Management

. Privacy, Surveillance, Security and Collective Wellbeing

. Governance and Urban Resilience

. Participatory Policy and the Right to the City

. Indigenous and Ethnic Minority Urbanization

. Mobility and Urban Transformation

. Land Use and Urban Landscapes

. Urban Infrastructure and Transport Systems

. Urban Intelligence and Technologies
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Preface 

The International Conference on Canadian, Chinese and African Sustainable Urban-
ization (ICCCASU) is pleased to present the second book of the series: “Making 
Sense of Planning and Development for the post-pandemic Cities”, a cooperative 
venture with Springer Publishing. This book stands at the forefront of post-pandemic 
transformational planning, disseminating novel academic research and exemplary 
urban development practices to foster sustainable, inclusive, and resilient growth. 
By drawing insights from diverse, rapidly urbanizing regions, the series confronts 
the unprecedented challenges of urbanization, advocating for a re-evaluation of plan-
ning strategies in the globalization era while prioritizing local resilience and what 
does it mean for the local sustainability. Embracing a holistic perspective, it integrates 
lessons from both the developing and developed nations, showcasing research, anal-
yses, and case studies across various scales. This inclusive approach invites scholars 
and practitioners from diverse disciplines to engage in collaborative dialogues aimed 
at enhancing territory-specific (urban, rural or regional) resilience. 

The convergence of rapid urbanization and the deepening impact of the recent 
global pandemic has reinstated the need for a paradigm “shift” toward more resilient 
and inclusive planning approaches. As we navigated through the post-COVID 
era, transformational planning emerges as a pivotal domain to re-imagine urban 
and rural territorial landscapes and their interrelationships. Beyond the traditional 
scope of integration, this “transformative” wave of planning emphasizes the need 
to include health-centric infrastructure into mainstreaming urban planning, design, 
and governance domains. By fostering resilient, inclusive communities and priori-
tizing equitable access to healthcare and other essential services, transformational 
planning seeks to safeguard and strike a balance between sustainability of the 
built-environment and human well-being. This all-encompassing approach recog-
nizes the intrinsic interplay between resilient planning, public health, and need 
for ecological preservation, advocating for innovations that harmonize the needs of 
people living under diverse social, economic, environmental, and cultural contexts.
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vi Preface

Through collaborative efforts and forward-thinking initiatives, transformational plan-
ning endeavors to forge a future where cities thrive as livable, resilient hubs of 
prosperity, and sustainability. 

Kelowna, BC, Canada Professor Kh Md Nahiduzzaman



About ICCCASU 

ICCCASU, established in 2015 as a collaborative venture between the United Nations 
Human Settlements Program (UN-Habitat) and the University of Ottawa, has since 
evolved into a consortium comprising numerous Canadian, Chinese, and African 
universities, NGOs, and partners worldwide. Serving as an international hub for 
urban research and dialogue, ICCCASU convenes diverse stakeholders—ranging 
from government representatives to civil society, industry leaders, and academics— 
to delve into the issues of urbanization and city development. It fosters a unique 
triangular dialogue among African nations, Canada, and China. 

ICCCASU has organized five conferences and training programs thus far: 
ICCCASU I [2015] in Ottawa; ICCCASU II [2017] in Yaoundé, Cameroon; 
ICCCASU 3 [2019] in Chengdu, China; ICCCASU 4 [2021] in Montreal, Canada, 
and ICCCASU 5 [2023] in Nairobi, Kenya. Moreover, it has hosted various side 
events, including a roundtable at Habitat III in 2016 and workshops at the 10th 

World Urban Forum in Abu Dhabi in 2020. At the 11th World Urban Forum in 
Katowice, Poland, in 2022, ICCCASU organized a roundtable on city transforma-
tions in the context of the pandemic, underscoring its ongoing commitment to global 
urban dialogue and collaboration. 

In addition to its renowned conferences, ICCCASU has expanded its activi-
ties to include training sessions, workshops, consultations, publications, research 
endeavors, and exemplary case studies. This multifaceted approach has solidified 
ICCCASU’s status as a respected and influential international urban planning think 
tank, fostering extensive networks among researchers and practitioners worldwide. 
Recognizing cities as hubs of innovation, ICCCASU advocates for sustainable and 
inclusive urban planning practices that uplift marginalized communities, enhance 
educational opportunities, stimulate economic prosperity, and revolutionize land 
management practices, thus contributing significantly to global discussions on the 
sustainable urban development.
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Introduction—Navigating Pandemics 
in Urban Spaces: Challenges, Strategies, 
and the Future of Urban Planning 

Seyed Navid Mashhadi Moghaddam 

Abstract The COVID-19 pandemic has exposed the vulnerabilities of urban envi-
ronments, necessitating a reevaluation of urban planning and development to enhance 
city resilience, sustainability, and equity in the post-pandemic era. “Making Sense of 
Planning and Development for the Post-Pandemic Cities” provides a comprehensive 
analysis across four thematic areas: Urban Infrastructure & Resilience, Dynamics of 
Urban Transformation, Transformational Real Estate Market, and Urban Planning & 
Development. These themes collectively explore the impact of the pandemic on 
urban areas, with specific case studies from Poland and Bangladesh, the rapid urban 
transformations necessitated by global crises, the changing dynamics of real estate 
markets, and the critical role of urban planning in fostering economic growth and 
social development. The book highlights the importance of local governance, sustain-
able urban forms, and adaptive social practices in building resilient cities. It also 
discusses the challenges of managing crowd density in temporary events and empha-
sizes the need for clean drinking water and healthy indoor ventilation. Through varied 
geographical contexts and perspectives, the work aims to guide policymakers, urban 
planners, and academics towards creating more resilient, sustainable, and inclusive 
urban spaces in the aftermath of the pandemic. 

Keywords Urban Planning · Pandemic · Post Pandemic Cities · Vulnerable 
cities · COVID-19 Urban Transformation 

1 Introduction 

The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the vulnerability of our cities and the 
pressing need to reassess urban planning and development. As the world emerges 
from the crisis, there is a growing consensus that we must reshape our urban environ-
ments to better withstand the challenges of the post-pandemic era. “Making Sense

S. N. M. Moghaddam (B) 
University of Ottawa, Ottawa, ON, Canada 
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2 S. N. M. Moghaddam

of Planning and Development for the Post-Pandemic Cities” is a comprehensive 
exploration of the transformations and adaptations required to make our cities more 
resilient, sustainable, and equitable. The book is organized into three themes, each 
addressing a key aspect of post-pandemic urban life. 

Theme 1: Urban Infrastructure and Resilience delves into the importance of 
urban size, functions, and resilience to external impacts. It examines the COVID-19 
pandemic’s effect on urban areas in Poland and Bangladesh, with a focus on how 
local governance, urban form, and social practices contribute to resilience. 

Theme 2: Dynamics of Urban Transformation and Real Estate Market high-
lights the rapid changes in urban spaces brought about by the pandemic, and the 
need for cities to adapt and become more resilient to crises such as natural disas-
ters, violent conflicts, and epidemics. The chapters in this section explore the chal-
lenges and complexities surrounding contemporary cities, urban sustainability, and 
the experiences of air travelers. 

They also attempted to investigate the critical effects of the pandemic on cities, 
with a focus on economic and social environment, mobility patterns, and real estate 
markets. How transformational changes in public transport services, multimodality, 
complementary modal choices, hybrid work arrangements, and residential location 
choices might shape the future cities are the other facets that these chapters attempted 
to delve into. 

Theme 3: Urban Planning and Development offers a comprehensive examination 
of the critical aspects of urban planning in the post-pandemic world. The chapters 
in this section discuss the role of municipal planning in driving economic growth 
and social development, the shortcomings of urban infrastructure, the public trans-
port experiences of the older adults, crowd management in temporary events, and 
the importance of factors such as social distancing, clean drinking water, and healthy 
indoor ventilation in pandemic response. 

By offering insights from various perspectives and geographical contexts, 
“Making Sense of Planning and Development for the Post-Pandemic Cities” aims to 
inform policymakers, urban planners, and academics on the necessary steps to make 
our cities more resilient, sustainable, and inclusive in the post-pandemic world. 

2 Challenges in Urban Spaces During Pandemics 

Urban spaces, characterized by their dense populations and diverse socioeconomic 
structures, are the engines of growth and innovation in modern societies. However, 
they also present unique challenges during pandemics, as the interconnected nature 
of urban life can facilitate the rapid spread of infectious diseases and exacerbate 
the consequences for various aspects of urban living. This section aims to provide a 
comprehensive understanding of the multifaceted challenges that urban spaces face 
during pandemics by exploring the following sub-sections:
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1. Public Health Concerns: Ensuring the well-being of urban residents during 
pandemics is of paramount importance, as factors such as high population 
density and the built environment can contribute to the transmission of infectious 
diseases. This sub-section will delve into the public health concerns that arise 
during pandemics in urban spaces, including disease transmission, healthcare 
infrastructure, vulnerable populations, and the role of the built environment. 

2. Accessibility and Mobility Issues: Urban mobility and transportation systems 
play a crucial role in connecting people to jobs, services, and amenities. However, 
pandemics can disrupt these systems, necessitating the rethinking of urban trans-
portation to ensure safe, efficient, and accessible mobility options for all residents. 
This sub-section will explore the challenges and opportunities associated with 
enhancing mobility and transportation systems during pandemics. 

3. Social Distancing and Public Space Usage: The imposition of social distancing 
measures during pandemics can significantly impact the way public spaces are 
used in urban environments. This sub-section will discuss the challenges asso-
ciated with maintaining social distancing in urban spaces and the importance of 
reimagining the design and function of public spaces to accommodate evolving 
public health guidelines. 

4. Psychological Impact on Residents: The psychological well-being of urban resi-
dents can be severely affected during pandemics, as fear of infection, social 
isolation, and economic hardship can lead to increased stress, anxiety, and depres-
sion. This sub-section will explore the mental health challenges faced by urban 
residents during pandemics and discuss potential strategies for addressing these 
concerns. 

This section aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of the complex chal-
lenges faced by urban spaces during pandemics and to contribute to the development 
of more resilient and adaptable cities in the face of future health crises by examining 
these sub-sections. 

2.1 Public Health Concerns 

Public health concerns are of paramount importance when addressing the challenges 
posed by pandemics in urban spaces. The concentration of people in cities makes them 
particularly vulnerable to the rapid spread of infectious diseases, and the high popula-
tion density exacerbates the potential impact of pandemics on various aspects of urban 
life. In this subsection, we will discuss the most significant public health concerns that 
arise during pandemics in urban spaces, including disease transmission, healthcare 
infrastructure, vulnerable populations, inadequate housing and slums, mental health 
issues, air quality and pollution, food security and nutrition, waste management, 
health information and communication, and public health preparedness.
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2.1.1 Disease Transmission 

The transmission of infectious diseases in urban areas is a major concern during 
pandemics. High population density and the extensive interaction between indi-
viduals in public spaces facilitate the rapid spread of infectious diseases, such as 
the COVID-19 virus [1]. Several factors contribute to the increased risk of disease 
transmission in urban areas, including crowded living conditions, the use of public 
transportation, and the presence of large public gatherings [2]. In addition, the built 
environment, such as the design of buildings and the ventilation systems within them, 
can also influence the transmission of airborne pathogens [3]. 

2.1.2 Healthcare Infrastructure 

Urban healthcare infrastructure plays a crucial role in responding to pandemics, as it 
provides essential services for the prevention, diagnosis, treatment, and management 
of infectious diseases. However, during pandemics, healthcare systems can be quickly 
overwhelmed due to the rapid surge in demand for medical services and resources 
[4]. This can lead to the insufficient availability of healthcare facilities, healthcare 
workers, medical equipment, and supplies (such as personal protective equipment and 
ventilators), which in turn can compromise the quality and accessibility of healthcare 
services for the affected population [5]. 

2.1.3 Vulnerable Populations 

Certain groups within urban populations are particularly vulnerable to the adverse 
effects of pandemics, including the elderly, people with underlying health condi-
tions, low-income individuals, and those living in informal settlements [5]. These 
vulnerable groups often experience higher rates of morbidity and mortality during 
pandemics, as they are more susceptible to infection and have limited access to 
healthcare services [6]. Moreover, the social determinants of health, such as poverty, 
education, and employment, can exacerbate the health disparities experienced by 
these vulnerable populations during pandemics [7]. 

2.1.4 Inadequate Housing and Slums 

Inadequate housing and informal settlements (slums) pose significant public health 
challenges during pandemics. Poor living conditions, such as overcrowding, lack 
of access to clean water and sanitation, and limited waste management facilities, 
contribute to the increased risk of infectious disease transmission in these settings 
[1]. Furthermore, residents of informal settlements often face barriers to accessing
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healthcare services, including affordability, availability, and geographical accessi-
bility [8]. This can lead to delayed diagnosis and treatment, which in turn can increase 
the risk of disease transmission and the severity of illness among these populations 
[1]. 

2.1.5 Mental Health Issues 

Pandemics can have profound effects on the mental health of urban residents, as the 
fear of infection, social isolation, economic hardship, and the disruption of daily 
routines can lead to increased levels of stress, anxiety, and depression [9]. More-
over, the closure of schools, workplaces, and recreational facilities, as well as the 
imposition of lockdowns and social distancing measures, can exacerbate feelings 
of loneliness and disconnection among urban residents [10]. Mental health services 
may also be strained during pandemics, as healthcare resources are often diverted 
to address the immediate needs of managing the outbreak [11]. This can result in 
reduced access to mental health support and treatment for those in need, further 
exacerbating mental health challenges in urban spaces [12]. 

2.1.6 Health Information and Communication 

Reliable health information and communication are vital for ensuring effective public 
health responses during pandemics. Urban residents need timely and accurate infor-
mation about the risks, symptoms, and preventive measures associated with infectious 
diseases to make informed decisions about their health and wellbeing [13]. However, 
the rapid spread of misinformation and disinformation during pandemics can hinder 
public health efforts and contribute to confusion, fear, and mistrust among urban 
populations [14]. Ensuring effective communication and countering misinformation 
are essential for promoting adherence to public health guidelines and mitigating the 
impact of pandemics on urban spaces [15]. 

2.1.7 Public Health Preparedness: 

Public health preparedness is crucial for managing the challenges posed by 
pandemics in urban spaces. This includes the development and implementation of 
comprehensive plans and strategies to prevent, detect, and respond to infectious 
disease outbreaks [16]. Factors such as insufficient funding, inadequate surveillance 
and monitoring systems, and limited coordination between different levels of govern-
ment can undermine public health preparedness in urban areas [17]. Strengthening 
public health systems and building resilience to future pandemics are essential for 
protecting the health and wellbeing of urban residents [18]. 

In conclusion, pandemics pose significant challenges to urban spaces, with public 
health concerns being at the forefront of these issues. High population density and the
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concentration of people in cities create environments that are conducive to the rapid 
spread of infectious diseases, putting immense pressure on healthcare infrastructure 
and disproportionately affecting vulnerable populations. Additionally, inadequate 
housing, mental health issues, air quality, food security, waste management, health 
information, and public health preparedness are all critical aspects that need to be 
addressed to effectively manage pandemics in urban settings. 

Urban planners and policymakers must consider these public health concerns 
when developing strategies to create pandemic-resilient urban spaces. This includes 
enhancing healthcare infrastructure, improving living conditions, ensuring access 
to essential services, addressing mental health issues, mitigating the impacts of air 
pollution, promoting food security, and implementing effective waste management 
systems. Moreover, disseminating accurate health information and fostering robust 
public health preparedness are essential for mitigating the impacts of pandemics on 
urban residents. 

By adopting a comprehensive and interdisciplinary approach to urban planning, 
cities can build resilience against future pandemics and safeguard the health and 
wellbeing of their residents. This will not only benefit urban populations during 
times of crisis but will also contribute to creating healthier, more equitable, and 
sustainable cities in the long term. 

2.2 Accessibility and Mobility Issues 

During pandemics, urban spaces face significant challenges related to accessibility 
and mobility, which can exacerbate existing inequalities and contribute to adverse 
health, social, and economic outcomes. In this section, we will discuss various aspects 
of accessibility and mobility issues that arise during pandemics, including reduced 
public transportation services, impact on non-motorized transport, social distancing 
and transportation infrastructure, barriers to accessing essential services and employ-
ment opportunities, mobility challenges for people with disabilities and the elderly, 
digital divide and access to information and communication technologies, shifts in 
travel behavior and demand, and strategies for enhancing mobility and accessibility 
during pandemics. 

Reduced public transportation services are a common challenge during 
pandemics, as governments and transportation authorities may limit or suspend 
services to contain the spread of the virus [19]. This can lead to overcrowding and 
increased wait times for the remaining services, making it difficult for residents to 
maintain social distancing and increasing the risk of disease transmission [20]. More-
over, reduced transportation services can disproportionately affect low-income and 
vulnerable populations, who rely more heavily on public transportation and may not 
have access to alternative modes of transport [21]. 

The impact on non-motorized transport, such as walking and bicycling, is another 
important aspect to consider during pandemics. While these modes of transport can 
offer a safer alternative to public transportation in terms of disease transmission,
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urban spaces may not be adequately designed to accommodate increased demand and 
ensure safe travel for pedestrians and cyclists [22]. Moreover, the closure of public 
spaces and the enforcement of social distancing measures can limit opportunities 
for walking and cycling as recreational activities, contributing to sedentary lifestyles 
and adverse health outcomes [23]. 

Social distancing and transportation infrastructure are closely interrelated during 
pandemics, as the design and layout of urban spaces can either facilitate or hinder the 
implementation of effective social distancing measures. Narrow sidewalks, crowded 
public spaces, and inadequate cycling infrastructure can make it difficult for residents 
to maintain a safe distance from others and increase the risk of disease transmission 
[24]. Furthermore, the lack of safe and accessible transportation options can exac-
erbate existing inequalities and further marginalize vulnerable populations, such as 
low-income residents, people with disabilities, and the elderly [25]. 

Barriers to accessing essential services and employment opportunities are another 
critical challenge during pandemics, as reduced transportation services and social 
distancing measures can make it more difficult for residents to reach healthcare facil-
ities, grocery stores, and other essential destinations [26]. Moreover, the closure of 
businesses and the shift to remote work can lead to job losses and reduced income for 
many residents, particularly those working in the informal sector and in occupations 
that cannot be performed remotely [27]. 

Mobility challenges for people with disabilities and the elderly are further exac-
erbated during pandemics, as these populations may face additional barriers to 
accessing transportation services and public spaces due to their heightened vulner-
ability to the virus and potential difficulties in complying with social distancing 
measures [28]. Moreover, the closure of specialized services and support facilities 
can further limit their mobility and independence, leading to increased social isolation 
and adverse mental health outcomes [29]. 

The digital divide and access to information and communication technologies 
(ICTs) are also important factors to consider in addressing accessibility and mobility 
issues during pandemics. With many services and activities shifting online, residents 
who lack access to digital devices or reliable internet connections may be unable to 
access essential information, healthcare services, or employment opportunities [30]. 
This digital divide can disproportionately affect low-income residents, older adults, 
and those living in underserved areas, further exacerbating existing inequalities and 
contributing to social exclusion [31]. 

Shifts in travel behavior and demand during pandemics can have significant impli-
cations for urban transportation systems and planning. The fear of disease transmis-
sion and the adoption of remote work and online services can lead to a decrease 
in demand for public transportation and an increase in the use of private vehicles, 
contributing to traffic congestion and air pollution [32]. Additionally, the increased 
reliance on e-commerce and home deliveries can lead to a surge in last-mile delivery 
traffic, further exacerbating congestion and environmental impacts [33]. 

Strategies for enhancing mobility and accessibility during pandemics should focus 
on addressing the needs of diverse urban populations and promoting safe, sustainable, 
and inclusive transportation options. These may include expanding and improving
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public transportation services, investing in cycling and pedestrian infrastructure, 
promoting carpooling and ridesharing services, and leveraging digital technologies 
to facilitate access to information and services [34]. Furthermore, urban planners 
and policymakers should consider the long-term implications of these shifts in travel 
behavior and demand, and develop strategies to promote more resilient and adaptable 
transportation systems in the face of future pandemics and other crises [32]. 

In conclusion, addressing accessibility and mobility issues during pandemics is 
essential for ensuring the well-being of urban residents and promoting more resilient 
and inclusive urban spaces. This requires a comprehensive understanding of the 
diverse challenges faced by different populations and sectors, as well as the devel-
opment of innovative and context-sensitive strategies for enhancing mobility and 
accessibility in the face of uncertainty and change. 

2.3 Social Distancing and Public Space Usage 

Social distancing and public space usage are critical aspects of urban planning that 
have been significantly impacted during pandemics. The need to maintain a safe 
distance from others to curb disease transmission has required a rethinking of how 
urban spaces are designed and utilized. This section will explore the challenges and 
implications of social distancing on public space usage in urban settings, drawing 
on a range of academic literature. 

The concept of social distancing has become central to public health strategies 
during pandemics, such as the COVID-19 crisis [35]. Social distancing refers to 
maintaining a safe distance between individuals to reduce the risk of disease trans-
mission, with the World Health Organization (WHO) recommending a minimum 
distance of 1 m (3 feet) between people [36]. This measure has necessitated changes 
in public space design, usage, and management to accommodate these guidelines 
and minimize the risk of contagion. 

One of the primary challenges of social distancing in urban spaces is the need to 
balance public health concerns with the desire to maintain social interactions, a vital 
aspect of urban life [37]. Urban spaces often serve as hubs for social interaction, 
commerce, and cultural activities. During pandemics, the need to maintain social 
distancing can disrupt these functions, leading to reduced opportunities for social 
connection, increased feelings of isolation, and potential negative impacts on mental 
health [10]. 

Temporary and adaptive urban design interventions have emerged as a response to 
these challenges, aiming to create more space for social distancing while preserving 
the social and economic functions of urban spaces [38]. These interventions have 
included widening sidewalks, creating temporary pedestrian and bike lanes, and 
repurposing parking spaces or streets for outdoor dining and recreation [39]. Such 
measures have been critical in maintaining a sense of community and enabling 
businesses to continue operating during pandemics.
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Urban parks and green spaces have also played a crucial role in providing opportu-
nities for physical activity, relaxation, and social interaction during pandemics [40]. 
However, the increased demand for these spaces has raised concerns about over-
crowding and the potential for disease transmission. Policymakers and urban plan-
ners have had to devise strategies for managing park usage, such as implementing 
capacity limits, timed entry systems, and one-way circulation routes to maintain 
social distancing and ensure public safety [41]. 

Supporting local businesses and street life during pandemics has been another 
significant challenge. With many businesses struggling due to reduced foot traffic and 
enforced closures, there has been a need for creative solutions to support economic 
recovery while adhering to social distancing guidelines. Some cities have imple-
mented measures such as expanding outdoor dining, offering financial assistance to 
small businesses, and promoting local shopping through marketing campaigns [42]. 

Designing for resilience and adaptability has emerged as a key priority for urban 
planners in the context of pandemics. This approach involves creating flexible spaces 
that can be easily reconfigured to accommodate changing needs, such as modular 
furniture, convertible street spaces, and adaptable building designs [38]. Such strate-
gies can help cities respond more effectively to pandemics and other shocks, ensuring 
that urban spaces can continue to serve their vital social and economic functions. 

Inclusive and participatory decision-making processes have also become increas-
ingly important in addressing the challenges of social distancing and public space 
usage during pandemics. Engaging diverse stakeholders, including residents, busi-
nesses, and community organizations, can help ensure that urban planning decisions 
reflect the needs and priorities of different groups and promote social equity [43]. 

In conclusion, the challenges of social distancing and public space usage during 
pandemics have necessitated a reevaluation of how urban spaces are designed, 
managed, and utilized. Strategies such as temporary and adaptive urban design 
interventions, supporting local businesses, and promoting inclusive and participa-
tory decision-making processes have emerged as critical approaches to maintaining 
social connections and preserving the vitality of urban spaces while protecting public 
health. By drawing on these insights and engaging in interdisciplinary research and 
knowledge sharing, urban planners and policymakers can develop more resilient and 
adaptable urban spaces that are better equipped to cope with pandemics and other 
future challenges. 

2.4 Psychological Impact on Residents 

The psychological impact of pandemics on urban residents is a multifaceted issue that 
extends beyond the immediate health concerns associated with infectious diseases. 
The COVID-19 pandemic, for instance, has led to widespread feelings of fear, 
anxiety, stress, and uncertainty, which have been exacerbated by the numerous social, 
economic, and environmental challenges faced by urban populations during these
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times [9, 10]. In this sub-section, we will explore the various aspects of the psycholog-
ical impact of pandemics on urban residents, including mental health consequences, 
the role of social isolation and loneliness, the effects on children and adolescents, the 
impacts on frontline workers, and the implications for urban planning and design. 

Mental health consequences: The mental health consequences of pandemics have 
been widely documented, with increased rates of anxiety, depression, post-traumatic 
stress disorder (PTSD), and substance abuse observed during and after such events 
[9, 10]. The uncertainty and fear associated with the spread of infectious diseases, 
coupled with the economic instability, job losses, and other stressors experienced 
by urban residents during pandemics, contribute to this heightened psychological 
distress [44]. Additionally, the prolonged duration of pandemics can exacerbate 
existing mental health issues or lead to the development of new disorders, particu-
larly among vulnerable populations such as the elderly, low-income individuals, and 
those with pre-existing mental health conditions [9]. 

Social isolation and loneliness: The implementation of social distancing measures, 
quarantine protocols, and stay-at-home orders during pandemics has led to increased 
social isolation and loneliness among urban residents [45]. The loss of social connec-
tions, limited access to support networks, and disruptions to daily routines can have 
profound effects on mental health and well-being, increasing the risk of depression, 
anxiety, and other mental health disorders [10, 45]. Furthermore, the digital divide 
in urban areas can exacerbate feelings of isolation for those without access to digital 
communication tools, creating additional barriers to social interaction and support 
[46]. 

Effects on children and adolescents: Pandemics and their associated social and 
economic disruptions can have significant psychological impacts on children and 
adolescents [47]. School closures, social isolation, and the loss of extracurricular 
activities can lead to increased stress, anxiety, and feelings of loneliness among young 
people [45]. Moreover, children and adolescents from disadvantaged backgrounds 
may be disproportionately affected by the loss of access to educational and support 
services during pandemics, further exacerbating existing inequalities [47]. The long-
term psychological effects of these disruptions on child and adolescent development 
are not yet fully understood, but early evidence suggests that they may be substantial 
[47]. 

Impacts on frontline workers: Frontline workers, including healthcare profes-
sionals, emergency responders, and essential service providers, are at particular 
risk of experiencing psychological distress during pandemics [48]. The high levels 
of stress, long working hours, and exposure to traumatic events can contribute to 
increased rates of burnout, depression, anxiety, and PTSD among these workers [48]. 
Additionally, the fear of contracting the virus and spreading it to family members 
may further exacerbate the psychological burden faced by frontline workers during 
pandemics [48]. 

Implications for urban planning and design: The psychological impacts of 
pandemics on urban residents highlight the need for urban planning and design 
strategies that prioritize mental health and well-being. This includes creating spaces 
that facilitate social connections while adhering to public health guidelines, ensuring
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access to essential services and support networks, and promoting equity and inclu-
siveness in urban environments [49, 50]. For example, the development of green 
spaces, pedestrian-friendly streets, and mixed-use neighborhoods can encourage 
social interaction and physical activity, which have been shown to improve mental 
health outcomes [49, 50]. Additionally, addressing the digital divide in urban areas 
can help to alleviate feelings of isolation and loneliness by increasing access to digital 
communication tools and online resources [46]. 

Urban planners and policymakers should also consider the needs of vulnerable 
populations, such as children, adolescents, the elderly, and frontline workers, when 
designing and implementing strategies to mitigate the psychological impacts of 
pandemics [47, 48]. This might involve developing targeted mental health inter-
ventions and support services, as well as ensuring that the urban environment is 
responsive to the needs and preferences of these groups [47, 48]. 

In conclusion, the psychological impact of pandemics on urban residents is a 
complex and multifaceted issue that warrants further attention from urban planners, 
policymakers, and researchers. By adopting a holistic and inclusive approach to urban 
planning and design, it is possible to create urban spaces that promote mental health 
and well-being, foster social connections, and mitigate the negative psychological 
consequences of pandemics and other public health crises. Urban planning and design 
strategies should consider the psychological impacts of pandemics on residents by 
creating spaces that promote mental health, well-being, and social connections while 
adhering to public health guidelines. This can be achieved by developing green 
spaces, pedestrian-friendly streets, mixed-use neighborhoods, and ensuring access to 
essential services and support networks. Addressing the digital divide in urban areas 
can also help to alleviate feelings of isolation and loneliness by increasing access to 
digital communication tools and online resources. Furthermore, urban planners and 
policymakers should consider the needs of vulnerable populations, such as children, 
adolescents, the elderly, and frontline workers, when designing and implementing 
strategies to mitigate the psychological impacts of pandemics. This might involve 
developing targeted mental health interventions and support services, as well as 
ensuring that the urban environment is responsive to the needs and preferences of 
these groups. 

3 Urban Planning Strategies for Pandemic-Resilient Urban 
Spaces 

Urban spaces, with their high population density and interconnected nature, are 
particularly susceptible to the impacts of pandemics. The unprecedented challenges 
brought forth by global health crises, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, have high-
lighted the need for rethinking urban planning strategies to create more resilient and 
adaptive urban spaces. This section aims to provide insights into innovative urban 
planning approaches and strategies that can help mitigate the effects of pandemics
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and enhance the overall resilience of urban environments. The following sub-sections 
will be discussed in detail: 

1. Flexible and Adaptive Public Spaces: As social distancing and other public health 
guidelines reshape the way public spaces are used during pandemics, it is essential 
to consider how urban design can accommodate these changing needs. This sub-
section will explore strategies for creating flexible and adaptive public spaces that 
can support various functions and activities while adhering to evolving health 
recommendations. 

2. Strengthening Urban Green Infrastructure: Green spaces play a crucial role 
in enhancing urban resilience and promoting public health. This sub-section 
will delve into the importance of urban green infrastructure during pandemics, 
discussing the benefits of integrating nature-based solutions in urban planning 
and management. 

3. Enhancing Mobility and Transportation Systems: Efficient and accessible 
mobility is vital for urban spaces, connecting people to jobs, services, and ameni-
ties. This sub-section will discuss the challenges and opportunities associated 
with enhancing mobility and transportation systems during pandemics, exploring 
the potential for innovative solutions that prioritize safety, sustainability, and 
equity. 

4. Encouraging Mixed-Use Development and Neighborhood-level Self-sufficiency: 
Mixed-use development and neighborhood-level self-sufficiency can contribute 
to more resilient and adaptable urban spaces during pandemics. This sub-section 
will discuss the benefits of promoting mixed-use development and fostering 
neighborhood-level self-sufficiency, highlighting the role of urban planning in 
creating vibrant, sustainable, and pandemic-resilient communities. 

By exploring these sub-sections, this section aims to provide a comprehensive 
understanding of the urban planning strategies that can help create pandemic-resilient 
urban spaces, ultimately contributing to healthier, more sustainable, and adaptive 
cities in the face of future health crises. 

3.1 Flexible and Adaptive Public Spaces 

Flexible and adaptive public spaces play a crucial role in promoting urban resilience 
and livability during pandemics. The ability to quickly adapt and reconfigure public 
spaces to meet changing demands can help cities maintain their social and economic 
vibrancy while protecting public health [51]. This section will discuss key concepts 
and principles of flexible and adaptive public spaces, and explore a range of innova-
tive urban design interventions and strategies that have emerged in response to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

Flexibility and adaptability in public spaces refer to the ability of urban envi-
ronments to accommodate a wide range of activities, user groups, and changing
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circumstances [52]. This can involve the use of modular, multi-functional, and recon-
figurable design elements, as well as the incorporation of temporary, pop-up, or 
event-based installations and programming [53]. By creating public spaces that can 
be easily adapted and repurposed, cities can better respond to the diverse and evolving 
needs of their residents, while also enhancing their capacity to cope with shocks and 
stressors, such as pandemics. 

Several key principles underpin the design and management of flexible and 
adaptive public spaces: 

. Multi-functionality: Designing spaces that can accommodate a wide variety of 
activities and user groups, both concurrently and at different times [52]. 

. Modularity: Incorporating elements and infrastructure that can be easily assem-
bled, disassembled, and rearranged to create different spatial configurations and 
uses [53]. 

. Temporality: Embracing temporary, pop-up, and event-based interventions as a 
means of testing and experimenting with new ideas, fostering innovation, and 
engaging communities in the process of urban transformation [53]. 

. Responsiveness: Ensuring that public spaces can quickly adapt and respond to 
changing needs, preferences, and circumstances, including public health crises 
and other emergencies [51]. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has prompted a range of innovative urban design inter-
ventions and strategies aimed at creating more flexible and adaptive public spaces. 
These interventions can be grouped into several broad categories: 

. Expanding and repurposing public spaces: Many cities have sought to increase the 
amount of available public space by repurposing streets, parking lots, and other 
underutilized areas for pedestrian and recreational use [54]. This has involved the 
temporary or permanent closure of streets to vehicular traffic, the installation of 
parklets and pedestrian plazas, and the conversion of parking spaces into outdoor 
dining areas, among other measures [54]. 

. Implementing modular and reconfigurable design elements: Cities have also 
experimented with modular and reconfigurable design elements, such as move-
able seating, planters, and barriers, to create flexible and adaptable public spaces 
that can be easily reconfigured to accommodate different activities and social 
distancing requirements [55]. 

. Encouraging temporary and pop-up installations: Temporary and pop-up instal-
lations, such as outdoor art exhibits, performances, and markets, have been used 
to activate public spaces and support local businesses during the pandemic [55]. 
These interventions can help to foster a sense of community and social cohesion, 
while also providing opportunities for economic recovery and resilience [55]. 

. Adopting digital and smart city technologies: Digital and smart city technolo-
gies, such as sensors, data analytics, and mobile applications, can be used to 
monitor and manage the use of public spaces in real-time, helping to ensure that 
social distancing and other public health guidelines are being followed [56]. For 
example, cities like Barcelona and Amsterdam have implemented smart crowd
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management systems to monitor the flow of pedestrians in public spaces and 
provide real-time information to residents about the safest and least congested 
routes [56]. 

As cities continue to grapple with the challenges posed by pandemics, it is essen-
tial to draw upon the lessons learned and best practices that have emerged from 
the experiences of urban areas around the world. In doing so, policymakers, urban 
planners, and community stakeholders can work together to create more resilient, 
inclusive, and sustainable public spaces that are better equipped to withstand future 
crises. 

Several lessons and best practices have emerged from the experiences of cities in 
implementing flexible and adaptive public spaces during the COVID-19 pandemic: 

. Collaboration and partnership: Successful implementation of these interven-
tions often requires close collaboration between various stakeholders, including 
local governments, businesses, community organizations, and residents [54]. By 
working together, these stakeholders can pool resources, share expertise, and 
engage in creative problem-solving to address the complex challenges posed by 
pandemics [54]. 

. Experimentation and iteration: The pandemic has highlighted the value of 
adopting an experimental and iterative approach to urban design and planning, 
as cities have had to rapidly adapt and innovate in response to the evolving crisis 
[55]. By embracing temporary, modular, and adaptable interventions, cities can 
test and refine new ideas, learn from successes and failures, and build a more 
robust evidence base for future planning and decision-making [55]. 

. Equity and inclusiveness: It is crucial to ensure that flexible and adaptive public 
spaces are designed and managed in ways that promote equity and inclusiveness, 
particularly for vulnerable and marginalized populations who may be dispropor-
tionately impacted by pandemics [51]. This may involve prioritizing investments 
in underserved neighborhoods, conducting inclusive and participatory planning 
processes, and ensuring that public spaces are accessible and welcoming to people 
of all ages, abilities, and backgrounds [51]. 

. Integrating public health considerations into urban design and planning: Public 
health should be a central concern in the design and management of public spaces, 
particularly in the context of pandemics [51]. This may involve incorporating 
features that promote physical distancing, hygiene, and ventilation, as well as 
ensuring that public spaces can accommodate a range of health-related activities 
and services, such as testing and vaccination clinics [51]. 

. Strengthening community engagement and ownership: Engaging local communi-
ties in the planning, design, and management of public spaces can help to ensure 
that these spaces are more responsive to local needs, preferences, and cultural prac-
tices [52]. This can involve conducting participatory planning workshops, crowd-
sourcing ideas and feedback, and involving local residents in the implementation 
and stewardship of public space projects [52]. 

. Leveraging partnerships and innovative financing models: The creation and main-
tenance of flexible and adaptive public spaces often require significant financial
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resources, particularly in the context of pandemics when municipal budgets may 
be strained [54]. By forging partnerships with the private sector, philanthropic 
organizations, and other stakeholders, cities can tap into new sources of funding 
and expertise, as well as promote more innovative and cost-effective approaches 
to public space provision and management [54]. 

Ultimately, the development and implementation of flexible and adaptive public 
spaces can serve as a vital strategy for enhancing urban resilience and livability in 
the face of pandemics and other global challenges. By embracing innovative design 
interventions, fostering collaboration and partnership, and prioritizing equity and 
inclusiveness, cities can create public spaces that not only protect public health but 
also foster social cohesion, economic vitality, and environmental sustainability. 

3.2 Strengthening Urban Green Infrastructure 

Urban green infrastructure (UGI) refers to an interconnected network of green spaces, 
including parks, gardens, green roofs, street trees, and natural habitats, which provide 
a range of environmental, social, and economic benefits to urban residents [57]. In the 
context of pandemics, UGI can play a crucial role in enhancing urban resilience by 
promoting physical and mental health, facilitating social distancing, and mitigating 
the impacts of climate change and other environmental stressors [58]. This section 
will discuss the importance of UGI in fostering pandemic-resilient urban spaces and 
provide evidence-based recommendations for strengthening UGI in urban planning 
and design. 

UGI can contribute to pandemic resilience in several ways. First, access to green 
spaces has been shown to have significant positive effects on physical and mental 
health, which can be especially important during periods of increased stress and 
uncertainty [59]. For instance, green spaces can provide opportunities for physical 
activity, which can help to reduce the risk of chronic diseases, boost immune function, 
and improve overall well-being [60]. Furthermore, exposure to natural environments 
can promote psychological restoration and stress reduction, helping to alleviate the 
mental health impacts of pandemics [59]. 

Second, UGI can facilitate social distancing by providing additional outdoor 
spaces for people to gather and engage in activities while maintaining physical 
distance [58]. During the COVID-19 pandemic, many cities around the world have 
witnessed a surge in the use of parks and other green spaces, as people sought safe 
and accessible environments for recreation, socialization, and relaxation [61]. By 
expanding and diversifying the provision of green spaces, cities can ensure that resi-
dents have adequate access to outdoor areas during pandemics, reducing the risk of 
overcrowding and transmission of infectious diseases [58]. 

Finally, UGI can help to mitigate the impacts of climate change and other envi-
ronmental stressors, which can exacerbate the challenges faced by cities during 
pandemics [57]. For example, green spaces can reduce urban heat island effects,
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improve air quality, and promote stormwater management, thus helping to create 
healthier and more resilient urban environments [57]. In this way, UGI can contribute 
to the overall resilience of cities, supporting their capacity to withstand and recover 
from various shocks and stressors, including pandemics. 

Given the importance of UGI in fostering pandemic-resilient urban spaces, the 
following strategies can be employed to strengthen UGI in urban planning and design: 

Prioritizing equitable access to green spaces: Ensuring that all urban residents 
have equitable access to green spaces is critical for promoting public health and 
social cohesion during pandemics [62]. To achieve this, cities can conduct spatial 
analyses to identify areas with limited access to green spaces, prioritize investments 
in these areas, and incorporate social equity considerations into their planning and 
decision-making processes [62]. 

Creating multifunctional and adaptable green spaces: Designing green spaces 
that can serve multiple functions and adapt to changing needs and circumstances can 
help cities better respond to pandemics and other crises [63]. For example, parks 
can be designed to accommodate a range of activities, such as exercise, relaxation, 
and socialization, while also providing space for emergency services or temporary 
health facilities if needed [63]. Incorporating elements such as modular furniture, 
movable planters, and flexible programming can further enhance the adaptability of 
green spaces. 

Promoting nature-based solutions: Nature-based solutions, such as green roofs, 
rain gardens, and urban forests, can contribute to the overall resilience of cities by 
providing ecosystem services and improving environmental quality [64]. By inte-
grating nature-based solutions into urban planning and design, cities can strengthen 
their green infrastructure networks and enhance their capacity to cope with pandemics 
and other stressors. 

Engaging communities in the planning and management of green spaces: 
Involving local communities in the planning, design, and management of green 
spaces can help to ensure that these spaces meet the diverse needs of residents and 
foster a sense of ownership and stewardship [65]. Community engagement can also 
facilitate the sharing of local knowledge and the identification of innovative solutions 
for enhancing the resilience of green spaces during pandemics. 

Establishing partnerships and collaboration: Strengthening UGI requires collab-
oration among various stakeholders, including government agencies, private sector 
actors, non-governmental organizations, and local communities [66]. Establishing 
partnerships and fostering cooperation can help to mobilize resources, share knowl-
edge and expertise, and coordinate efforts to enhance the resilience of green spaces 
during pandemics. 

In conclusion, strengthening urban green infrastructure is essential for creating 
pandemic-resilient urban spaces that support the physical and mental well-being of 
residents, facilitate social distancing, and mitigate the impacts of climate change 
and other environmental stressors. By prioritizing equitable access to green spaces, 
creating multifunctional and adaptable green spaces, promoting nature-based solu-
tions, engaging communities in the planning and management of green spaces, and 
establishing partnerships and collaboration, cities can enhance their capacity to cope
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with pandemics and foster more resilient urban environments. Incorporating these 
strategies into urban planning and design processes will contribute to the develop-
ment of more sustainable, healthy, and equitable cities in the face of ongoing and 
future challenges. 

3.3 Enhancing Mobility and Transportation Systems 

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a profound impact on urban mobility and trans-
portation systems worldwide, with reduced public transportation services, decreased 
ridership, and increased reliance on private vehicles and alternative modes of trans-
portation, such as walking and cycling [20]. To create pandemic-resilient urban 
spaces, it is essential to develop strategies that enhance mobility and transportation 
systems, ensure accessibility, and promote safety and sustainability [21]. This section 
will discuss various approaches to enhancing mobility and transportation systems, 
including improving public transportation services, promoting non-motorized trans-
portation, leveraging technology for contactless travel, and developing integrated 
transportation and land-use planning strategies. 

Public transportation plays a critical role in ensuring access to essential services 
and employment opportunities, particularly for vulnerable populations who may not 
have access to private vehicles [22]. During pandemics, it is important to maintain 
and improve public transportation services while ensuring the safety and health of 
passengers and staff. Strategies to achieve this include increasing service frequency 
to reduce overcrowding, implementing enhanced cleaning and sanitation proto-
cols, requiring passengers to wear face masks, and promoting physical distancing 
through measures such as seating arrangements and capacity limits [21]. Addition-
ally, improving communication and real-time information systems can help passen-
gers make informed decisions about their travel plans and avoid crowded vehicles 
[20]. 

The pandemic has led to a surge in demand for non-motorized transporta-
tion modes, such as walking and cycling, which offer a safe and sustainable 
alternative to public transportation and private vehicles [22]. Urban planners can 
promote non-motorized transportation by developing and expanding pedestrian and 
bicycle infrastructure, such as dedicated bike lanes, widened sidewalks, and traffic-
calming measures [67]. Temporary and adaptive urban design interventions, such 
as “open streets” programs that repurpose street space for pedestrians and cyclists, 
can also be implemented to support social distancing and encourage active travel 
during pandemics [32]. Furthermore, providing bike-sharing services and secure 
bicycle parking facilities can help increase the accessibility and attractiveness of 
non-motorized transportation options [67]. 

Technology can play a significant role in enhancing mobility and transportation 
systems during pandemics by facilitating contactless travel and reducing the risk of
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disease transmission [21]. Examples of technology-based solutions include contact-
less fare payment systems, which can minimize physical contact between passen-
gers and staff, and real-time passenger information systems that provide updates on 
vehicle occupancy levels and waiting times, enabling passengers to avoid crowded 
vehicles and plan their journeys more effectively [20]. Additionally, digital platforms 
and mobile applications can be used to support contact tracing efforts and disseminate 
public health information related to transportation [21]. 

To create pandemic-resilient urban spaces, it is essential to adopt integrated trans-
portation and land-use planning strategies that promote accessibility, reduce the 
need for travel, and support mixed-use development and neighborhood-level self-
sufficiency [22]. These strategies can include transit-oriented development (TOD), 
which encourages the development of compact, walkable, and mixed-use neigh-
borhoods around public transportation hubs, and the “15-min city” concept, which 
aims to ensure that residents can access essential services and amenities within a 
15-min walk or bike ride from their homes [68, 69]. By reducing travel distances and 
promoting active transportation modes, these approaches can help enhance urban 
resilience and sustainability during pandemics and beyond. 

Another essential aspect of integrated transportation and land-use planning strate-
gies is promoting accessibility and equity. This can be achieved by prioritizing invest-
ments in public transportation services and non-motorized transportation infrastruc-
ture in underserved areas and ensuring that all residents have access to affordable 
and reliable mobility options [22]. Additionally, incorporating participatory planning 
processes can help ensure that the needs and preferences of diverse urban popula-
tions, including vulnerable groups such as low-income households and people with 
disabilities, are considered in the development and implementation of transportation 
and land-use policies [32]. 

As urban planners and policymakers address the challenges posed by pandemics, 
they should also consider the long-term implications of their interventions on 
the overall transportation system. This includes evaluating how investments in 
public transportation, non-motorized transportation infrastructure, and technology 
can contribute to improving urban resilience and sustainability in the long run [22]. 

Furthermore, the COVID-19 pandemic has underscored the need for better data 
collection, monitoring, and evaluation systems to inform transportation planning and 
decision-making. This can help ensure that mobility and transportation strategies are 
evidence-based and adaptive to changing conditions and priorities [21]. For instance, 
real-time data on public transportation ridership, traffic congestion, air quality, and 
other indicators can be used to evaluate the performance of different transportation 
interventions and inform the allocation of resources and investments. 

Lastly, the pandemic has highlighted the importance of fostering collaboration 
and knowledge sharing among various stakeholders, including governments, private 
sector actors, civil society organizations, and researchers. This can help promote 
the development and dissemination of innovative mobility solutions, best practices, 
and lessons learned from different contexts, thereby enhancing the effectiveness of 
transportation planning and management efforts during pandemics and other crises 
[32].



Introduction—Navigating Pandemics in Urban Spaces: Challenges … 19

In conclusion, enhancing mobility and transportation systems in the face of 
pandemics requires a comprehensive and forward-looking approach that prioritizes 
accessibility, equity, and sustainability. By adopting evidence-based strategies, lever-
aging technology, and fostering collaboration and knowledge sharing, urban planners 
and policymakers can create pandemic-resilient urban spaces that promote long-term 
well-being and resilience for all residents. 

3.4 Encouraging Mixed-Use Development 
and Neighborhood-Level Self-Sufficiency 

The COVID-19 pandemic has exposed the vulnerabilities of contemporary urban 
spaces and highlighted the need for more resilient and adaptive urban plan-
ning strategies. One such strategy is the promotion of mixed-use development 
and neighborhood-level self-sufficiency, which can contribute to increased urban 
resilience during pandemics and other crises [70]. This sub-section will discuss 
the benefits of mixed-use development and neighborhood-level self-sufficiency, 
along with potential challenges and policy recommendations for implementing these 
strategies. 

Mixed-use development refers to the integration of various land uses, such as resi-
dential, commercial, and recreational spaces, within a single neighborhood or district. 
This approach to urban planning can provide several benefits during pandemics and 
other crises, including increased accessibility to essential goods and services, reduced 
travel demand, and enhanced social cohesion and community resilience [71]. In the 
context of the COVID-19 pandemic, mixed-use development has been shown to 
support more flexible and adaptive urban spaces, allowing residents to access essen-
tial services, such as grocery stores and healthcare facilities, within walking or biking 
distance from their homes [72]. 

Neighborhood-level self-sufficiency, on the other hand, involves the decentral-
ization of urban functions and the promotion of local production and consumption 
patterns. This can be achieved through various strategies, such as the establishment 
of community gardens, local food networks, and decentralized energy production 
systems, which can contribute to increased urban resilience during pandemics and 
other crises [73]. For instance, during the COVID-19 pandemic, neighborhood-level 
self-sufficiency initiatives have been shown to support local food security, enhance 
community resilience, and promote social cohesion, particularly in low-income and 
vulnerable communities [74]. 

However, promoting mixed-use development and neighborhood-level self-
sufficiency also entails various challenges and potential trade-offs, particularly in 
the context of existing urban planning policies and practices. For example, conven-
tional zoning regulations often favor single-use development patterns and can hinder 
the implementation of mixed-use and self-sufficient neighborhoods [70]. More-
over, promoting mixed-use development and neighborhood-level self-sufficiency
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may require substantial investments in infrastructure, such as public transportation, 
green spaces, and community facilities, which can be particularly challenging for 
resource-constrained municipalities and developing countries [72]. 

To overcome these challenges and promote mixed-use development and 
neighborhood-level self-sufficiency as part of pandemic-resilient urban spaces, 
several policy recommendations can be considered: 

1. Review and revise zoning regulations and building codes to support mixed-use 
development and neighborhood-level self-sufficiency, by allowing for the inte-
gration of various land uses and the implementation of local production and 
consumption initiatives [71]. 

2. Develop and implement incentives and financing mechanisms to encourage 
private sector investment in mixed-use and self-sufficient neighborhoods, such 
as tax credits, density bonuses, and public–private partnerships [72]. 

3. Strengthen urban planning capacity and technical expertise at the local level, 
to support the design, implementation, and monitoring of mixed-use and self-
sufficient neighborhoods [70]. 

4. Foster community engagement and participatory planning processes, to ensure 
that mixed-use and self-sufficient neighborhoods respond to local needs and 
preferences, and promote social cohesion and resilience [73]. 

5. Encourage interdisciplinary research and knowledge sharing, to advance our 
understanding of the benefits, challenges, and best practices associated with 
mixed-use development and neighborhood-level self-sufficiency, particularly in 
the context of pandemics and other crises [74]. 

6. Collaborate with international organizations, national governments, and other 
stakeholders, to develop and disseminate guidelines, toolkits, and case studies 
on mixed-use development and neighborhood-level self-sufficiency, as part of a 
comprehensive urban planning framework for pandemic-resilient urban spaces 
[72]. 

7. Monitor and evaluate the implementation and impacts of mixed-use and self-
sufficient neighborhoods, through the development of appropriate indicators 
and data collection systems, to inform evidence-based policy making and urban 
planning practices [70]. 

In conclusion, promoting mixed-use development and neighborhood-level self-
sufficiency can contribute to increased urban resilience during pandemics and other 
crises, by enhancing accessibility to essential goods and services, reducing travel 
demand, and fostering social cohesion and community resilience. However, imple-
menting these strategies requires overcoming various challenges and trade-offs, 
particularly in the context of existing urban planning policies and practices. By 
adopting a comprehensive and interdisciplinary approach, and by fostering collabo-
ration among various stakeholders, mixed-use development and neighborhood-level 
self-sufficiency can become key components of pandemic-resilient urban spaces.
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4 Structure of the Book 

The global COVID-19 pandemic has significantly impacted urban planning and 
development, leading to a re-evaluation of the ways cities function and adapt to 
external shocks. This book, “Making Sense of Planning and Development for 
the Post-Pandemic Cities,” aims to delve into the challenges, opportunities, and 
transformations brought about by the pandemic in different urban contexts. The 
book is divided into four themes, each covering various aspects of urban planning, 
infrastructure, transformation, and development in the aftermath of the pandemic. 

Theme 1: Urban Infrastructure and Resilience 
This theme discusses the role of infrastructure in enhancing urban resilience in the 

face of pandemics and other external shocks. Chapter 1, by Ewa Korcelli-Olejniczak, 
focuses on small towns in North-Eastern Poland and examines the relationship 
between urban size, functions, and resilience to external impacts, especially during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. The study compares pre- and post-pandemic research to 
understand the contribution of local governance, urban form, and social practices to 
resilience. 

Chapter 2, by Amena Jahan Urmy, Sadia Binte Rahman and Abue Jawfore 
Taufique Ahamed Ahade assess the impact of the pandemic on real estate and health 
infrastructure in urban Bangladesh. It discusses the legal aspects of infrastructure 
resilience, analyzes current laws and policies, and compares global infrastructure 
examples to suggest how Bangladesh can overcome its infrastructure shortcomings 
and become more resilient to future pandemics. 

Theme 2: Dynamics of Urban Transformation and Real Estate Market 
The second theme delves into the transformations that urban spaces have under-

gone during the pandemic. As well, it addresses the transformational changes in 
mobility and the real estate market in post-pandemic cities. Chapter 3, by Sujit 
Kumar Sikder, Md Moynul Ahsan, Hassan Radoine, Omar Al-Mahadi and Kh Md 
Nahiduzzaman, explores the changes in urban spatial transformation during the post-
COVID era in both developed and developing nations. The chapter highlights the 
effects of the pandemic on private and public spaces, emphasizing the need for cities 
to become resilient and adaptable to crises. 

In Chapter 4, Wail Bakht introduces the Sustainable Urban Transformation Frame-
work (SUTF) and the Paradoxical Challenges Model (PCM) to address the challenges 
and complexities of urban sustainability. The author proposes a critical, holistic, and 
realistic perspective on urban planning and public policy domains. 

Chapter 5, by Johannes Bhanye, Mareli Hugo, Abraham Matamanda, and Kgosi 
Mocwagae, investigates airport travelers’ experiences in post-pandemic Africa, 
proposing practical solutions to improve these experiences. The study reveals nega-
tive experiences and high uncertainty among travelers, concluding that enhancing 
passenger experience should be at the core of airport improvement initiatives in 
Africa.
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Uchendu Eugene Chigbu, in Chapter 6, presents a qualitative urban community 
evaluation of life in Windhoek, Namibia, post-COVID, framing the pandemic as a 
natural or human disaster in an urban setting. The chapter prescribes measures for 
making COVID-stressed cities more resilient to disease disasters. 

Chapter 7, by Tiziana Campisi, Talha Tasnim and Kh Md Nahiduzzaman, 
discusses the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on cities, specifically the economic 
and social environment, mobility patterns, and real estate market. The chapter seeks 
to understand the potential impacts of these changes on contemporary land uses and 
theorizes how these trends might shape future cities. 

Theme 3: Urban Planning and Development 
This theme focuses on critical aspects of urban planning and development in the 

context of the pandemic. Chapter 8, by EM Lentsoane and George Onatu, examines 
the role of development incentives in South African local government and admin-
istration. The chapter investigates the potential of development incentives to attract 
and retain investment in specific geographic areas and drive economic growth and 
social development. 

In Chapter 9, Arun Baby Wilson and Jayprakash Chadchan compare the pandemic 
response in urban and rural regions of India, highlighting the shortcomings of urban 
infrastructure and the need to revisit planning and deployment strategies. The authors 
emphasize the importance of strengthening the network of medical infrastructure 
and integrating local/regional concepts in urban planning to better address future 
pandemic situations. 

Chapter 10, by Muhammad Ahmad Al-Rashid, Tiziana Campisi, Muhammad 
Nadeem, and Bilal Saghir, investigates older adults’ experiences of social exclusion 
in Pakistan during the COVID-19 pandemic. The research identifies restricted access 
to essential resources, lack of participation, and poor social relations and resources 
as the main themes. The findings are going to help policymakers and social planners 
develop socially inclusive aging communities. 

Jiyon Shin, Reazul Ahsan, and Soumaya Ezazaa in Chapter 11 examine planning 
methods for managing crowds at temporary events in limited spaces. The chapter 
analyzes a crowd crush incident in Seoul, South Korea, and reviews relevant crowd-
control measures from other contexts. The aim of the chapter is to provide insights 
and guidelines for planning safe crowd-raising occasions in constrained spaces. 

Finally, Chapter 12 by Kazi Humayun Kabir and Md Ayatullah Khan investigates 
the relationship between built environment attributes and the COVID-19 pandemic 
in high-density Asian cities. The chapter argues that reducing urban density is not 
essential to combat outbreaks and presents evidence from Hong Kong as a prime 
example of high-density, mixed-use urban planning. It discusses the importance of 
factors such as social distancing, clean drinking water, and healthy indoor ventilation 
in pandemic response, and outlines short-term, mid-term, and long-term guidelines 
for urban planning in the post-pandemic world. 

In conclusion, this book brings together a collection of chapters that examine 
various aspects of urban planning, development, and transformation in the post-
pandemic era. By analyzing case studies from different countries and regions, the
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book aims to provide insights, lessons, and recommendations for policymakers, plan-
ners, and researchers to shape resilient, sustainable, and adaptable cities in the face 
of future pandemics and other external shocks. 

References 

1. Corburn J, Vlahov D, Mberu B, Riley L, Caiaffa WT, Rashid SF, Ko A, Patel S, Jukur S, 
Martinez-Herrera E, Jayasinghe S (2020) Slum health: arresting COVID-19 and improving 
well-being in urban informal settlements. J Urban Health 97(3):348–357. https://doi.org/10. 
1007/s11524-020-00438-6 

2. Rocklöv J, Sjödin H (2020) High population densities catalyze the spread of COVID-19. J 
Travel Med 27(3):taaa038. https://doi.org/10.1093/jtm/taaa038 

3. Morawska L, Tang JW, Bahnfleth W, Bluyssen PM, Boerstra A, Buonanno G, Cao J, Dancer 
S, Floto A, Franchimon F, Haworth C (2020) How can airborne transmission of COVID-19 
indoors be minimised? Environ Int 142:105832. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.envint.2020.105832 

4. Chatterjee P, Anand T, Singh KJ, Rasaily R, Singh R, Das S, Singh H, Praharaj I, Gangakhedkar 
RR, Bhargava B, Panda S (2020) Healthcare workers & SARS-CoV-2 infection in India: a case-
control investigation in the time of COVID-19. Indian J Med Res 151(5):459. https://doi.org/ 
10.4103/ijmr.IJMR_2234_20 

5. Kumar S, Nayar KR (2020) COVID 19 and its mental health consequences. J Ment Health 
29(1):1–2. https://doi.org/10.1080/09638237.2020.1757052 

6. Shadmi E, Chen Y, Dourado I, Faran-Perach I, Furler J, Hangoma P, Hanvoravongchai P, 
Obando C, Willems S, Petrosyan V, Rao KD, Ruano AL (2020) Health equity and COVID-19: 
global perspectives. Int J Equity Health 19(1):1–16. https://doi.org/10.1186/s12939-020-012 
18-z 

7. Bambra C, Riordan R, Ford J, Matthews F (2020) The COVID-19 pandemic and health 
inequalities. J Epidemiol Community Health 74(11):964–968. https://doi.org/10.1136/jech-
2020-214401 

8. Ezeh A, Oyebode O, Satterthwaite D, Chen YF, Ndugwa R, Sartori J, Mberu B, Melendez-
Torres GJ, Haregu T, Watson SI, Caiaffa W (2017) The history, geography, and sociology of 
slums and the health problems of people who live in slums. The Lancet 389(10068):547–558. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(16)31650-6 

9. Pfefferbaum B, North CS (2020) Mental health and the COVID-19 pandemic. N Engl J Med 
383(6):510–512. https://doi.org/10.1056/NEJMp2008017 

10. Brooks SK, Webster RK, Smith LE, Woodland L, Wessely S, Greenberg N, Rubin GJ (2020) 
The psychological impact of quarantine and how to reduce it: rapid review of the evidence. 
The Lancet 395(10227):912–920. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(20)30460-8 

11. Torales J, O’Higgins M, Castaldelli-Maia JM, Ventriglio A (2020) The outbreak of COVID-19 
coronavirus and its impact on global mental health. Int J Soc Psychiatry 66(4):317–320. https:// 
doi.org/10.1177/0020764020915212 

12. Rajkumar RP (2020) COVID-19 and mental health: a review of the existing literature. Asian J 
Psychiatr 52:102066. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ajp.2020.102066 

13. Okereke M, Ukor NA, Adebisi YA, Ogunkola IO, Favour Iyagbaye E, Adiela Owhor G, Lucero-
Prisno III DE (2020) COVID-19 misinformation: mere harmless delusions or much more? A 
knowledge and attitude cross-sectional study among the general public residing in Nigeria. Pan 
Afr Med J 37(Suppl 1):53. https://doi.org/10.11604/pamj.supp.2020.37.1.25193 

14. Pennycook G, Rand DG (2020) Fighting misinformation on social media using crowdsourced 
judgments of news source quality. Proc Natl Acad Sci 117(6):2775–2783. https://doi.org/10. 
1073/pnas.1912444117 

15. Lewandowsky S, Cook J, Schmid P, Holford DL, Finn A, Leask J, Thomson A, Lombardi 
D, Al-Rawi AK, Amazeen MA, Anderson EC, Vraga EK (2020) The COVID-19 vaccine

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11524-020-00438-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11524-020-00438-6
https://doi.org/10.1093/jtm/taaa038
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.envint.2020.105832
https://doi.org/10.4103/ijmr.IJMR_2234_20
https://doi.org/10.4103/ijmr.IJMR_2234_20
https://doi.org/10.1080/09638237.2020.1757052
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12939-020-01218-z
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12939-020-01218-z
https://doi.org/10.1136/jech-2020-214401
https://doi.org/10.1136/jech-2020-214401
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(16)31650-6
https://doi.org/10.1056/NEJMp2008017
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(20)30460-8
https://doi.org/10.1177/0020764020915212
https://doi.org/10.1177/0020764020915212
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ajp.2020.102066
https://doi.org/10.11604/pamj.supp.2020.37.1.25193
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1912444117
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1912444117


24 S. N. M. Moghaddam

communication handbook: a practical guide for improving vaccine communication and fighting 
misinformation. https://sks.to/c19vax 

16. Kruk ME, Myers M, Varpilah ST, Dahn BT (2020) What is a resilient health system? Lessons 
from Ebola. The Lancet 385(9980):1910–1912. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(15)607 
55-3 

17. Watson C, Cicero A, Blumenstock J, Fraser M (2020) A national plan to enable comprehensive 
COVID-19 case finding and contact tracing in the US. Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School 
of Public Health. https://www.centerforhealthsecurity.org/our-work/pubs_archive/pubs-pdfs/ 
2020/200410-national-plan-to-contact-tracing.pdf 

18. Kluge HHP, Wickramasinghe K, Rippin HL, Mendes R, Peters DH, Kontsevaya A, Breda J 
(2020) Prevention and control of non-communicable diseases in the COVID-19 response. The 
Lancet 395(10238):1678–1680. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(20)31067-9 

19. Lai S, Ruktanonchai NW, Zhou L, Prosper O, Luo W, Floyd JR, Wesolowski A, Santillana M, 
Zhang C, Du X, Yu H (2020) Effect of non-pharmaceutical interventions to contain COVID-19 
in China. Nature 585(7825):410–413 

20. Tirachini A, Cats O (2020) COVID-19 and public transportation: current assessment, prospects, 
and research needs. J Public Transp 22(1):1–21 

21. Gkiotsalitis K, Cats O (2021) Public transport planning adaption under the COVID-19 pandemic 
crisis: literature review of research needs and directions. Transp Rev 41(4):492–510 

22. De Vos J (2020) The effect of COVID-19 and subsequent social distancing on travel behavior. 
Transportation Research Interdisciplinary Perspectives 5:100121 

23. Knell G, McGill M, Churchwell K, Connelly KA, Spertus JA (2020) American Heart 
Association Council on Epidemiology and Prevention. Circulation 142(17):e266–e268 

24. Bucsky P (2020) Modal share changes due to COVID-19: the case of Budapest. Transportation 
Research Interdisciplinary Perspectives 8:100141 

25. Paez A, Lopez FA, Menezes T (2020) Accessibility, equity, and the journey to work during the 
COVID-19 pandemic: the case of Toronto. Transp Policy 99:95–104 

26. Sy KTL, White L, Nichols M (2020) Population density and basic reproductive number of 
COVID-19 across United States counties. PLoS ONE 15(10):e0240395 

27. Béland D, Marier P, Rocco P, Waddan A (2020) COVID-19 and long-term care policy for older 
people in Canada. J Aging Soc Policy 32(4–5):358–364 

28. World Health Organization (2020) Disability considerations during the COVID-19 outbreak. 
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/WHO-2019-nCoV-Disability-2020-1 

29. Van Dorn A, Cooney RE, Sabin ML (2020) COVID-19 exacerbating inequalities in the US. 
The Lancet 395(10232):1243–1244 

30. Hilbert M (2020) Digital technologies for social change: the digital divide limits the potential 
of digital social innovation. Int J Commun 14:3561–3578 

31. Niles MT, Bertmann F, Belarmino EH, Wentworth T, Biehl E, Neff R (2020) The early food 
insecurity impacts of COVID-19. Nutrients 12(7):2096 

32. Gössling S, Scott D, Hall CM (2020) Pandemics, tourism, and global change: a rapid assessment 
of COVID-19. J Sustain Tour 29(1):1–20 

33. Wang G, Zhang Y, Zhao J, Zhang J, Jiang F (2020) Mitigate the effects of home confinement 
on children during the COVID-19 outbreak. The Lancet 395(10228):945–947 

34. Cervero R, Kockelman K (1997) Travel demand and the 3Ds: density, diversity, and design. 
Transp Res Part D: Transp Environ 2(3):199–219 

35. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) (2020) Social distancing. https://stacks.cdc. 
gov/view/cdc/90522 

36. World Health Organization (WHO) (2020) Coronavirus disease (COVID-19) advice for the 
public. https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/advice-for-public 

37. Buckley L (2020) Socially distant cities: the challenge of the COVID-19 pandemic for urban 
life. City Community 19(2):300–304 

38. Sennett R (2020) The pandemic and public space. Project MUSE 48(1):5–10 
39. National Association of City Transportation Officials (NACTO) (2020) Streets for Pandemic 

Response & Recovery. https://nacto.org/publication/streets-for-pandemic-response-recovery/

https://sks.to/c19vax
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(15)60755-3
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(15)60755-3
https://www.centerforhealthsecurity.org/our-work/pubs_archive/pubs-pdfs/2020/200410-national-plan-to-contact-tracing.pdf
https://www.centerforhealthsecurity.org/our-work/pubs_archive/pubs-pdfs/2020/200410-national-plan-to-contact-tracing.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(20)31067-9
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/WHO-2019-nCoV-Disability-2020-1
https://stacks.cdc.gov/view/cdc/90522
https://stacks.cdc.gov/view/cdc/90522
https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/advice-for-public
https://nacto.org/publication/streets-for-pandemic-response-recovery/


Introduction—Navigating Pandemics in Urban Spaces: Challenges … 25

40. Ugolini F, Massetti L, Calaza-Martínez P, Cariñanos P, Dobbs C, Ostoić SK, Marin AM, 
Pearlmutter D, Saaroni H, Šaulienė I, Simoneti M (2020) Effects of the COVID-19 pandemic 
on the use and perceptions of urban green space: an international exploratory study. Urban 
Forestry & Urban Greening 56:126888 

41. Rice WL, Pan B, Satchwell C, Zambrano-Monserrate MA, Arellano CR (2020) Changes in 
park visitation during the COVID-19 pandemic: a natural experiment in Maryland. Int J Environ 
Res Public Health 17(22):8450 

42. Glaeser EL, Gorback C, Redding SJ (2020) How much does COVID-19 increase with mobility? 
evidence from New York and four other U.S. cities. NBER Working Paper No. 27519 

43. Anguelovski I, Connolly JJT, Masip L, Pearsall H (2020) Expanding the boundaries of justice 
in urban greening scholarship: toward an emancipatory, antisubordination, intersectional, and 
relational approach. Ann Am Assoc Geogr 110(6):1766–1784 

44. Holmes EA, O’Connor RC, Perry VH, Tracey I, Wessely S, Arseneault L, Ballard C, Chris-
tensen H, Silver RC, Everall I, Ford T (2020) Multidisciplinary research priorities for the 
COVID-19 pandemic: a call for action for mental health science. The Lancet Psychiatry 
7(6):547–560 

45. Loades ME, Chatburn E, Higson-Sweeney N, Reynolds S, Shafran R, Brigden A, Linney C, 
McManus MN, Borwick C, Crawley E (2020) Rapid systematic review: the impact of social 
isolation and loneliness on the mental health of children and adolescents in the context of 
COVID-19. J Am Acad Child Adolesc Psychiatry 59(11):1218-1239.e3 

46. United Nations (2020) Policy brief: education during COVID-19 and beyond. United Nations. 
47. Fegert JM, Vitiello B, Plener PL, Clemens V (2020) Challenges and burden of the Coronavirus 

2019 (COVID-19) pandemic for child and adolescent mental health: a narrative review to 
highlight clinical and research needs in the acute phase and the long return to normality. Child 
Adolesc Psychiatry Ment Health 14(1):1–11 

48. Greenberg N, Docherty M, Gnanapragasam S, Wessely S (2020) Managing mental health 
challenges faced by healthcare workers during COVID-19 pandemic. BMJ 368 

49. Galea S, Merchant RM, Lurie N (2020) The mental health consequences of COVID-19 
and physical distancing: the need for prevention and early intervention. JAMA Intern Med 
180(6):817–818 

50. Renalds A, Smith TH, Hale PJ (2010) A systematic review of built environment and health. 
Fam Community Health 33(1):68–78 

51. Meerow S, Newell JP (2016) Urban resilience for whom, what, when, where, and why? Urban 
Geogr 37(5):309–329 

52. Carmona M (2015) Re-theorising contemporary public space: a new narrative and a new norma-
tive. Journal of Urbanism: International Research on Placemaking and Urban Sustainability 
8(4):373–405 

53. Bishop P, Williams L (2012) The temporary city. Routledge 
54. Cohen DA, Talarowski M, Awomolo O, Han B (2020) COVID-19 and the early adoption 

of promising strategies to create and sustain healthy, park-centered communities. Preventive 
Medicine Reports 20:101240 

55. Honey-Rosés J, Anguelovski I, Bohigas J, Chireh V, Daher C, Konijnendijk C, Litt J, Mawani 
V, McCall M, Orellana A (2020) The impact of COVID-19 on public space: an early review 
of the emerging questions—design, perceptions and inequities. Cities & Health, 1–17 

56. Angelidou M, Karachaliou E, Angelidou T (2020) Smart city planning from a bottom-up 
approach: local experiences and lessons learnt from the implementation of a smart city pilot 
project in Amsterdam. Sustainability 12(9):3746 

57. Tzoulas K, Korpela K, Venn S, Yli-Pelkonen V, Kaźmierczak A, Niemela J, James P (2007) 
Promoting ecosystem and human health in urban areas using Green Infrastructure: a literature 
review. Landsc Urban Plan 81(3):167–178 

58. Venter Z, Barton DN, Gundersen V, Figari H, Nowell M (2020) Urban nature in a time of crisis: 
recreational use of green space increases during the COVID-19 outbreak in Oslo, Norway. 
Environ Res Lett 15(10):104075



26 S. N. M. Moghaddam

59. Hartig T, Mitchell R, de Vries S, Frumkin H (2014) Nature and health. Annu Rev Public Health 
35:207–228 

60. Maas J, Verheij RA, Groenewegen PP, de Vries S, Spreeuwenberg P (2009) Green space, 
urbanity, and health: how strong is the relation? J Epidemiol Community Health 60(7):587–592 

61. Rigolon A, Browning M, Jennings V (2021) Inequities in the quality of urban park systems: 
an environmental justice investigation of cities in the United States. Landsc Urban Plan 
205:103952 

62. Wolch JR, Byrne J, Newell JP (2014) Urban green space, public health, and environmental 
justice: the challenge of making cities ‘just green enough.’ Landsc Urban Plan 125:234–244 

63. Rall EL, Bieling C, Zytynska S (2017) Exploring city-wide patterns of cultural ecosystem 
service perceptions and use. Ecol Ind 77:80–95 

64. European Commission (2015) Towards an EU research and innovation policy agenda for nature-
based solutions & re-naturing cities. Final Report of the Horizon 2020 Expert Group on Nature-
Based Solutions and Re-Naturing Cities. European Commission. 

65. Colding J, Barthel S (2013) The potential of ‘Urban Green Commons’ in the resilience building 
of cities. Ecol Econ 86:156–166 

66. Benedict MA, McMahon ET (2006) Green infrastructure: linking landscapes and communities. 
Island Press 

67. Molloy J, Schatzmann T, Schoeman B, Tchervenkov C (2021) COVID-19, changing travel 
behaviour and the potential environmental consequences. Travel Behaviour and Society 23:58– 
71 

68. Cervero R, Murakami J (2019) Transit-oriented development: policies, promises, and pitfalls. 
In: Givoni SI, Banister D (eds) Moving towards low carbon mobility. Edward Elgar Publishing, 
pp 29–45 

69. Moreno-Monroy AI, Orthofer A, Rendon G (2021) The 15-minute city: an opportunity for 
urban resilience post-COVID-19. Global Development Network Working Paper Series, 116 

70. Talen E (2020) Neighborhood: a new framework for thinking about the city. Oxford University 
Press. 

71. Calthorpe P (2017) The next American metropolis: ecology, community, and the American 
dream. Princeton Architectural Press. 

72. Devi S, Saha S, Singh P (2021) The role of mixed-use development in creating sustainable 
and pandemic resilient cities. In: Saha S, Devi S (eds) Sustainable urbanization and pandemic 
management. Springer, pp 49–62 

73. Hamstead ZA, Kremer P, Larondelle N, McPhearson T, Haase D (2021) Indicators for assessing 
urban ecosystem services and human well-being in a spatial planning context. Ecol Ind 
122:107249 

74. Kato Y, Hossain M (2021) Community responses to the COVID-19 pandemic in urban informal 
settlements in Dhaka. Bangladesh. World Development 141:105405 

Seyed Navid Mashhadi Moghaddam is an accomplished urban planner with over thirteen years 
of experience in the field. He is currently pursuing his second PhD in Human Geography at the 
University of Ottawa, building on his extensive knowledge and experience in urban planning, land 
use regulations, public participation, and policy development. Navid has also developed expertise 
in various disciplines such as EIA, transportation modeling, GIS modeling, DSS techniques, and 
entrepreneurial city planning.



Urban Infrastructure and Resilience



Poland’s Small Towns from Pre-
and Post-pandemic Perspective: On Life 
Quality as a Resilience Measure 

Ewa Korcelli-Olejniczak 

Abstract The competitiveness of peripheral small towns regarding residential as 
well as business functions of the supra-local range is discussed in the present 
paper in the framework of COVID-19 effects. It is found that the towns under 
study, even though to a varying degree, have revealed a measure of resilience to 
pandemic-related disturbances. This is traced back to endogenous, territorial capital-
related factors. The findings expose the emphasis put by successful socio-economic 
activities upon the specificity of the market offer, and its linking with tradition, 
skills, and natural resources. Concerning local government practices, the Covid-19 
pandemic has fostered the focus on the quality of life at the community level, while 
acknowledging the weight of its education and healthcare-related components. 

1 Introduction 

Small towns form the base, by far the largest in terms of the number of units stratum in 
the urban hierarchy [1–3], while performing both local, central-place and specialized, 
long spatial range socioeconomic functions. The role they play in social life and 
spatial organization receives, however, rather limited attention in scholarly as well 
as planning and policy literature [4, 5, 6, 7]. These towns situated in predominantly 
rural, peripheral areas, in Europe and North America especially [8, 9], have over 
the last decades experienced progressing labor outflow and demographic aging. Yet, 
under the observed, progressing climate change, their local life quality attributes are 
of growing importance, by offering some advantage vs. larger cities as a place of 
residence and workplace location choice. 

The COVID-19 pandemic of 2020–2022 has left temporary, but probably also 
some permanent marks on cities worldwide, their location, heritage and size notwith-
standing. This pertains both to the global cities and small towns in peripheral settings. 
Yet, there may be some relation between urban size and functions on one hand, and
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the resilience to external impact observed in social and economic dimensions on the 
other, related to local governance, urban form, and social practices. In this chapter, 
some evidence presented, concerning the resilience effects is based on research 
carried out in 2017–2018, and again in April-June 2022 in selected small towns of 
North-Eastern Poland—an area, considering its situating in European and national 
dimensions, here referred to as double-periphery. 

It is assumed in the study, that the quality of life comprises an essential factor in the 
sustenance and development of small towns’ place-of-residence functions, whereas 
the evaluation of its components is to various degree sensitive to the requirements 
(needs, expectations, living styles) if individual residents and resident groups, and 
hence the motives standing behind the place of residence choice. On the conceptual 
side, by referring to the notion of territorial capital, the basic research question 
posed pertains to sources of subjective life quality, when considered within the small 
towns’ context. It is asked, how the COVID-19 pandemic has affected the perception 
of quality of life at the local, and community level, and what consequences this may 
have in terms of small towns’ longer-term development prospects. 

2 Underlying Concepts 

The quality of life, a well-established general concept in social sciences [10, 11], 
stemming from the perception of living conditions in cities and rural areas [12], has 
widely been applied in research and public policy, it’s both objective and subjective 
indicators [13] being introduced. Winters and Li [14] refer to subjective well-being, 
which they identify with an individual’s overall life satisfaction when using data 
on the latter available from the US Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System. 
In their comprehensive, classical study, Andrews and Withey [10], in addition to 
the life-as-a-whole dimension, distinguish several specific life concerns, including 
those concerning local government, economic situation, education, services, and 
facilities, as well as interpersonal relations, the community, and the neighborhood. 
Alongside the common features of well-being perception, they identify differences 
among population groups in this respect, depending on age, socioeconomic status, 
or family life cycle. The community quality of life model by Sirgy [15], based on 
the personal utility concept, consists of subjective residents’ assessments concerning 
economic and physical conditions, local governmental services, and those focusing 
on life domain satisfaction. These three dimensions, operationalized by Peters [16], 
comprise an index averaging the ratings on: the quality of jobs, medical services, 
public schools, housing, local government services, child care, and senior services. It 
is generally argued that the subjective, rather than these based on externally defined, 
objective criteria, such as rents and home values [17] life quality assessments, more
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often decide on individuals’ place of residence choice. The quality of life is inter-
preted in sociological literature to be strongly interrelated with social capital [18, 
19], this link being of particular important for communities that experience demo-
graphic, economic, and political change [20–22]. Social capital comprises one of the 
essential components of territorial capital [23]. 

Initially, a regional policy-related notion [24, 25], the territorial capital has been 
conceptualized to integrate local milieu properties that constitute assets in the compe-
tition for mobile resources, capital, and skilled labor, between regions, cities, and 
towns [23, 26, 27]. Such assets encompass both the tangible private, collective, and 
public goods, including capital stock and infrastructure, alongside landscape and 
cultural heritage, and the intangible ones—human and social capital, in addition to 
those of mixed character: relational private services, cooperation networks, connec-
tivity, agglomeration economies, proactive local governance. These factors provide 
competitive environmental tools for economic and social activities. When assessed 
from a dynamic perspective [28], they should allow for recreating, over time, a given 
place’s competitive advantage. Most of the assets above bear on the perceived, as 
well as the objective quality of life. 

The territorial capital concept shares important common characteristics with the 
entrepreneurial social infrastructure [29, 30] framework, employed by [22] to identify 
sources of smart shrinkage in case of small towns, where population decrease over 
time is found to be accompanied by subjective quality of life improvement. The ESL, 
which includes the elements of symbolic diversity (depersonalization of politics, 
constructive controversy in reaching community decisions), resource mobilization 
(private and collective investments) and the quality of social—horizontal and vertical 
networks, is considered a necessary ingredient [29, p. 48] in successfully linking 
physical infrastructure with local leadership, and allowing small urban communities 
to provide for their well-being and development. Both the territorial capital, and 
the entrepreneurial social infrastructure models focus on networks’ quality, together 
with the quality of public institutions, much relevant to current perspectives on inter-
relation between the evolving functions and observed demographic change in small 
towns within rural regions. They also allow for assessing the towns’ resilience vs. 
vulnerability to economic shocks and natural disasters [20, 21, 31], when social 
resilience [32, p. 347] is defined as: the ability of groups or communities to cope with 
external stresses and disturbances as a result of social, political and environmental 
change. 

3 Data and Methods 

North-East Poland, the study area, presents typical attributes of peripheral economic 
region, including lower than national indicators of population density, urbanization 
level, technical infrastructure development, as well as GDP per capita. It also features 
long-term population outmigration and advanced demographic aging. A subset of 
19 towns ranging in size from 3 to 10 thousand inhabitants was selected for the
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purpose of the study. Among several towns excluded from the analysis were suburban 
settlements and popular summer resorts. Due to the lack of suitable statistical data, 
local information sources and other, generally unavailable materials collected in the 
course of fieldwork were used. The main initial database consists of 122 in-depth, 
semi-structured interviews (six per town, with several exceptions), including three 
pilot ones, conducted from March to September 2017, and three of updating char-
acter held in April and May 2019. A supplementary resource is 55 questionnaire 
returns, partly open-ended, filled out from May to September 2018, in person-to-
person contact with owners or managers of 55 (one to five per town) enterprises in 
manufacturing and service branches. The interview returns were subjected to content 
analysis. Both the interview and the questionnaire forms were elaborated for the 
project. The interview respondents consisted of local stakeholders, including repre-
sentatives of local government—town mayors or their deputies, school principals and 
teachers, managers in municipal cultural and medical centers, Catholic and Orthodox 
priests, local NGO leaders, and local entrepreneurs. The second part of the field study 
took place in April and June 2022, when three towns selected based on earlier SQL 
assessments were revisited, to conduct in-depth, open-ended interviews (four per 
town) with the local stakeholders. The three towns—Ciechanowiec, Reszel, and 
Myszyniec, represent each of three historical, now administrative regions: Warmia-
Mazury, Podlasie, and northern Mazovia, covered in whole or in part by the study area. 
The towns in question combine the role of local service centers with some special-
ized, long-range socio-economic functions such as culture, tourism, food processing, 
and catering services. They rank high, or average (Reszel) on aggregate community 
quality of life assessments among the 19 small towns under study. 

The research approach followed conforms to a post-positivist perspective by 
assuming that the reality under study comprises an objective fact, one constructed by 
different subjects, here the interview and the questionnaire respondents. The complete 
representation is revealed when its various aspects are mutually confronted [33]. The 
research approach chosen also implies a probability that the findings can be applied 
to other cases, characterized by an analogous setting and other similar features. In 
the interview forms, the common block of the study topics, of local quality of life 
components and their sources, follows the introductory questions adjusted to the 
respondents’ competencies and interests. In an open part, their additional opinions 
and comments are accommodated. In the contents analysis of interview returns, the 
quantitative information, and one concerning facts have been separated from opinions 
held by individual respondents, and from these expressed to represent generalized 
views of town’s residents, or some resident groups [10]. 

4 Subjective Quality of Life Components 

The subjective, local quality of life evaluations, comprise individual opinions of the 
interviewees as well as, their knowledge concerning opinions on the subject matter 
that prevail in the respective towns. In at least one interview per town, they also refer
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to motives standing behind recent town-bound migration moves from rural places, 
and to those involving the arrival of ex-urbanites, including returning, former town 
residents. The evaluations refer to the community quality of life dimensions, and 
additionally to these, concerning local environmental conditions and the respondents’ 
general perception of the towns’ future. The relevant ratings were identified by taking 
into account the proportion of positive and negative opinions, as well as their possible 
equivocation, when marked by: ‘but..’, or ‘except for..’ clause (Table 1). The towns 
selected for the second part of the study fall in light of the analysis within the first, 
in case of Ciechanowiec and Myszyniec, and third—Reszel, quartile on the towns’ 
ranking regarding the aggregate quality of life evaluation. In recent research with a 
focus on small towns, based on longitudinal data [16, 20, 22, 31], the latter is used as 
the relevant indicator of the towns’ resilience vs. vulnerability to economic shocks, 
and population decrease. In the present study, which relies upon the data restricted to 
a one-time cross-section, the interviews still give some, albeit limited insight into the 
temporal dimension of the phenomenon, as some of the survey questions explicitly 
refer to changes observed over the last two decades. The SQL evaluations are based 
on both the numerical and substantive side of the interview responses. With these 
limitations in mind, the results are presented below (Table 1). 

The high share of positive SQL evaluations among the total, aside from a general 
appreciation of local environmental conditions, reflects the residents’ satisfaction 
with community public investments, implemented over the last years, numerous 
with the support of EU funds. Conversely, the local labor markets, featuring mainly 
negative assessments, still carry the brunt of the systemic transformation of the 1990s, 
when the small towns’ earlier, industrial and agriculture-linked producer service 
functions were subjected to deep restructuring as a consequence of privatization and

Table 1 Subjective quality of life evaluations 

Number of towns by ratings 

No SQL components All positive Positive prevail Negative prevail All negative 

1 Local labor market 3 4 7 5 

2 Public education 3 7 5 4 

3 Health care 3 6 7 3 

4 Child and elderly 
dedicated services 

8 10 1 – 

5 Cultural activities 9 10 – – 

6 Commercial 
services 

5 9 5 – 

7 Technical 
infrastructure 

8 6 5 – 

8 Environmental 
conditions: safety, 
noise, pollution 

12 6 1 – 

9 The town’s future 4 7 6 2 
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the opening of national borders to global commodity and investment markets. One of 
the ensuing effects has been the polarization of small towns’ set into these, housing 
specialized activities of a broad market range, and those, with mostly locally oriented 
commercial services, and the public sector—schools and local administration units 
comprising the biggest local employers [34]. Although in certain aspects different, the 
labor market problems are voiced (with two exceptions) in towns within both small-
town subgroups. A common issue, reported by the interviewees, is a poor matching 
of the demand with the supply of labor. In these towns where specialized, industrial 
functions play a major part, the scarcity of job offers available to college graduates 
is emphasized, as in: This is not a place for educated people. In towns performing 
the role of local service centers, where the memory of the former economic activity 
persists, it is the missing of external investors, preferably in industrial branches. The 
quote that follows: Our employment-related problems here will not be solved, unless 
we gain an establishment with 200–300 hundred jobs is illustrative in this respect. At 
the same time, in all urban places surveyed, it is reported that: The work is available, 
but not those willing to take it. The reasons given are wages, often unacceptable when 
put against social benefits or work commuting to a larger center as an alternative on 
one hand and decreasing numbers of young labor market entrants on the other.1 

Small towns occupy an important position in the spatial organization of the public 
education system, by providing educational services, also for nearby rural commu-
nities (even though in part), at both primary and secondary levels. Schools are also 
foci of a town’s social life and are usually paid considerable attention to by the local 
government. The prevalence, by a narrow margin only of their positive assessments as 
the local quality of life components, reflects the growing over time educational goals 
of parents and their offspring, which follow the ongoing economic and demographic 
change. The critical assessment criterion appears to be, in light of the interviews, the 
presence and standards at the high school level of the so-called general curriculum, 
which is the conventional step towards continuing the education at tertiary level. In 
this regard, the small towns surveyed form three subgroups, or clusters. The first are 
the ones with all positive assessments, where the local high schools do offer a broad 
range of subjects to choose from, and have long-proven, good records in preparing 
for college or university entry. In the second, where either the positive, or the nega-
tive assessments prevail, local high schools do operate, but at a more or less limited 
range, whereas a part of local youth, those who think about good studies, choose to 
attend schools elsewhere, while commuting, or moving to larger urban places. Their 
share is reported to amount between 20 and 50%, with an increasing tendency. The 
towns in the last assessment subgroup are those, in which education at the secondary 
level is now basically restricted to vocational programs. 

In the case of health care services, the interview respondents refer first of all to 
local access to medical specialists, in addition to general practitioners, as well as to 
emergency aid. In these towns, where the interviewees are satisfied with a public

1 The source of his apparent contradiction is the rapid transition of national economy from a surplus 
to a deficit of labor, a compound effect of progressing demographic change, the labor outflow in the 
years following Poland’s EU accession, and economic growth following the 2008–2011 downturn. 
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offer in this domain, they indicate having a choice between two or more family 
doctors’ centers, also the presence of evening and holiday outpatient services; in a 
few towns local ambulance and hospital aid are available. In the majority of towns 
surveyed, however, whereas the basic public healthcare provision is assessed to be 
rather satisfactory, the necessity is emphasized of seeking specialist advice in a 
larger town, and (or) acquiring it as a market service (we are paying for public 
health insurance, but still buying the medical treatment privately). In some places, 
the overall dissatisfaction with local public health care services is illustrated by 
referring to queues and long waiting times for medical appointments. 

Public services dedicated to children and the elderly received in general good opin-
ions from the interviewees. Nurseries and pre-schools, which are found in several 
towns in the subset, are evaluated as well functioning. Aside from, frequently pointed 
out in the interviews expansion and modernization of playground networks, the provi-
sion is documented of other new recreational cum educational facilities. Also, chil-
dren oriented, including therapeutic NGO activities are referred to. Services dedi-
cated to the elderly are shown to receive considerable attention under the already 
advanced, local population aging. In some among towns, new forms of at-home 
assistance to those in need are introduced. On the other hand, the so-called active 
senior citizens, with omnipresent retiree clubs, are indicated to assume important 
positions in local communities’ social, in a few cases also local political life. Chil-
dren and the elderly appear, in light of the interviews, to be the main recipients of 
local cultural offers. 

The assessments of the latter as subjective community quality of life component 
need to be looked at for three aspects: the consumption of, participation in, as well 
as production and reproduction of culture. The first, focusing on entertainment and 
popular culture is present in events, such as the Town’ Days. The second in vocal 
and dancing group courses, sometimes encounter visiting actors and writers. The 
third is the sustenance of local traditions—bringing to life and disseminating local 
folk culture; in one case musical festivals in a renowned composer’s birthplace. The 
expressed in the interviews prevailing satisfaction with local cultural activity reflects 
over the last years observed improvements in cultural infrastructure, including the 
renovation and extension of local cultural centers also an approval of the work and 
initiative of local instructors and organizers. In voices indicating a lack, or scarcity of 
high culture offers, the limited capability of small towns is recognized in this respect. 

In their opinions concerning the quality of local commercial services, the town 
residents interviewed refer in the first place to changes observed in the structure 
of the activities and the users’ patronage patterns. The entry of supermarkets and 
other discount chain stores is evaluated according to its impact on locally-owned 
retail trade. In some towns, the friendly small shops have retained their regular 
customers; more often, however, the small groceries closed down, and the owners 
left. The same happens with specialty stores, selling closing, or house appliances, in 
sectors that ‘gravitate up the settlement hierarchy’ [35]. Concerning other services, 
the interviewees point out a scarcity of catering businesses open the year around. 
The availability and variety of personal and technical (building, transportation, etc.) 
services are assessed positively in general.
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Modernization of infrastructure, both social and technical, is a trend noted in 
interviews held in every town, although its scope and effects observed receive various 
ratings. Well evaluated are these in particular that bring about an up-grading of public 
space standards and improve the towns’ image, by focusing on the renovation of 
historical buildings, streets, green and blue infrastructure; also the ones related to 
sports and culture. In one among the towns they are seen as filling out a civilization 
gap; in another as an indication of the blurring of living conditions between large and 
small towns. In other places, while infrastructure improvements are acknowledged, 
delays in their provision, and deterioration of some older town quarters are pointed 
out by the residents. Doubt is also expressed, about whether these are the investments 
that can prevent the continuing migration outflow of young people. 

When the interviewees were asked about the main benefits of living in a given 
small town, their almost universal opinions were its calmness, security, and slower 
pace of life. These basic environmental attributes are, however, subject to gradation. 
In some towns, the roll is enriched by the traits of cleanness and greenness; in a  
few others, by the town’s friendliness, with its implicit, both physical and social 
components. Elsewhere, the town’s walkability, also: the larger dwelling space at 
lower maintenance cost’, are referred to. These attributes’ negative aspects: the town 
is sleepy; the streets are empty, though in the minority, are also revealed. In seven 
of the nineteen towns surveyed, expressed in the interviews prevailing local place of 
residence perception is in a way institutionalized in the form of membership in the 
international network. Again, questions can be raised on how, or to what degree it is 
shared, save for interpersonal level, across different social, in particular demographic 
groups of towns’ residents. 

Generalized views on the towns and their future, presenting residents’ attitudes, 
report a split of opinions in the majority of places. At the same time, they show a 
polarization within the towns’ subset regarding future perspectives, with optimist: this 
is a town with a future; the demography here will come back, even if in a low-seated 
form; we go for growth and pessimist: this little town’s future is limited; it will die 
out sooner or later; the town evolves into a big retirement house attitude expressed. 
This division is to some extent congruent with the towns’ summary ranking, one 
showing the contribution of individual subjective quality of life components on a 
four-point Likert scale [36], where the ratings of 3, 2, 1, and 0 are granted for the 
positive, positive prevail, negative prevail, and the negative evaluations respectively. 
Total score is assumed to mark the level of town’s resistance to adverse economic 
and demographic change, as well to the impacts of natural hazards. 

5 The Quality of Life Sources 

Regarding small towns, the SQL driving forces are identified primarily with social 
network properties [16, 22]. In this study, the SQL sources are interpreted to include 
several endogenous, mutually interlocking territorial capital [37] elements. Social
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Fig. 1 The SQL sources and manifestations. Author’s extension of D.J. Peter’s [16] conceptual 
scheme 

capital, local entrepreneurship, local leadership, and assets of the natural and man-
made environment (Fig. 1). 

Local government’s performance, here a proxy for the role of local leadership 
[38] among factors of urban development, is here interpreted not only via its contri-
bution to the observed standards of community public services [22], but also through 
efforts aimed at raising the towns’ territorial competitiveness [26] and enhancing 
their general image. As in the case of evaluation of quality of life components, the 
towns were grouped into four classes according to the presence, and the ascendance 
of positive or negative opinions expressed. The findings confirm the local leadership’s 
importance among the SQL sources, i.e. its formation factors. In towns of the first 
subgroup which, except for one, ranks high on the aggregate quality of life ratings, 
pointed out in the interviews was local governments’ multidirectional approach to 
the modernization of both technical and social infrastructure: Public investments—a 
broad spectrum; a lot has been done to improve the living conditions; Our commu-
nity has gained considerably under the present mayor; It is the mayor’s activity 
that makes this town different. In three towns, the actions undertaken by the mayors 
(in one case very successful), were directed towards attracting external industrial 
investors. In one town, under acute population, including labor supply shrinkage, 
a social housing financing scheme was designed in an attempt to attract new resi-
dents. The small towns, where the acknowledgment of local government’s activity 
was found to be still in the majority (in one, it was praised as complying with the 
proper administrative practice rules) are those, in which, against the mainly positive 
assessments by the interviewees, some negative, at least indifferent opinions were 
voiced by entrepreneurs—the firms’ survey respondents. In towns in the third and the 
fourth subgroups, local government’s activity in the field of public investments was 
felt to be delayed, insufficient, or accomplished at the cost of communities’ excessive 
financial debt. 

Concerning the role of entrepreneurship and creativity, human capital values, 
largely determine the quality of labor markets, and their longer development 
prospects [26]. Hence, the inter-town differences concerning these factors, as they 
emerge from the interview and the firms’ questionnaire survey returns, are relatively
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close to the ones on the local labor market perception defined as a component of the 
subjective life quality. This pertains especially to the towns with all positive ratings, 
where the importance of human capital resources is revealed by reference made 
to the emergence of local agglomeration economies, the embeddedness of external 
investments, the role of know-how in the design of custom-made products, and the 
ability of local firms to adjust to curtailing demand by shifting the market orientation 
and the production profile. There is something in the people here that makes them 
motivated to manage gainful activity; they are open to innovations. Conversely, in 
towns with all, or mainly negative local labor market assessments, where specialized 
economic activities, when present, assume the cost-competitiveness market strategy, 
the missing creativity is pointed out in the interviews. In other towns, including those 
in the positive prevail subgroup, where the based on local entrepreneurship, single 
innovative and product quality-oriented industrial and service activities are present, 
they are discerned by the interview respondents as rather exceptional and overshad-
owed by the passive attitude and shallow labor market characteristics, particularly 
the missing work offer addressed to skilled labor. 

Social capital [18, 19], one of the crucial, intangible territorial capital components 
[27, 37], is interpreted in the sociological literature on subjective quality of life in 
the context of the small town [16, 20, 22] as its principal source. These authors 
also find out that different forms of social networks—the bonding, the bridging, 
and the linking social ties [39, 40] tend to be in various manners interrelated with 
individual SQL components. In the present study, some qualitative information on 
these linkages is derived from the interviewees’ responses to questions concerning 
local civic engagement, community integration, mutual help, as well as the impact 
of cultural diversity vs. homogeneity upon local social relations. Regarding civic 
engagement, when expressed by the participation in, and the activity level of, the 
local clubs and NGOs, it is reported to be high, or growing in eleven out of nineteen 
towns, including three with the lowest summary SQL evaluations. Since it is notably 
low in two out of three towns’ top ranking on labor market quality, as well as on 
local entrepreneurship, its role may be in a sense of compensatory character, as the 
high social activity is reported to apply to elderly citizens in particular—the young 
retirees, members of the baby-boom generation of the late 1940s and the early 1950s. 

The community social integration [41, 42] receives a bulk of poor, or  weakening 
opinions in the majority of places, while it shortly revives, as everywhere empha-
sized, at the time of local charity campaigns devoted to these dwellers affected by 
acute illness or fire. In three of the towns, it is labeled: more of the neighborhood, than 
the community-level society. This does not, however, imply the presence of strong 
interpersonal neighborly relations. They are indicated to be sustained and (or) gener-
ally positive in four towns, while their lingering over time: the neighbors used to talk 
to and meet each other is observed in two places. In seven towns, rather regularly 
distributed across the aggregate SQL ratings, the local perception of safety: I don’t 
need to install any monitoring here; I have got neighbors, is confronted with a deficit 
of privacy, referred to in a standard formula: people sometimes know more about you
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then you do of yourself. Against this, reported in all towns are some intra-community 
linking ties, most often between business activities and local schools, sports clubs, 
or fire brigades, involving in-kind, less frequently financial assistance, and also the 
sponsoring of local events. In one town, placed high on the SQL rankings, an open, 
informal partnership of teachers, administration employees, and entrepreneurs: acts 
on the grounds of trust and mutual acceptance to support the local community. In 
three towns, external linking ties to regional authorities, and other institutions are 
pointed out as having allowed for important infrastructural, including culture-related 
investments. The role of bridging ties, connecting different social groups within local 
communities, as a factor in the quality of life perception, reveals a specificity of indi-
vidual towns in this respect. In some, negative effects of persisting local cultural 
divides, including ‘distrust’ and low overall social activity, are identified in the inter-
views. Elsewhere, the historically shaped cultural diversity is indicated as a town’s 
asset. In a town at the top of summary SQL ratings, the blurring, among the younger 
generation, of cultural background and place of origin lines, is claimed to be a source 
of the town’s friendliness. 

Cultural heritage, and landscape assets (i.e. the natural heritage) are listed among 
impure public goods in R. Camagni’s [37] territorial capital taxonomy. Their local 
perception—the current residents’ outlook, may be considered one of the aspects, or 
dimensions of the subjective quality of life. Their external, i.e. objective evaluation, 
however, has to be placed among the latter’s sources, or formative factors. Following 
the first approach, concerning the state of the town’s built environment, its betterment 
is emphasized in a majority of interviews. This pertains to the renovation of historical 
and architecturally valuable buildings and town quarters, but also to the maintenance 
of housing substance as such: The town’s general appearance has improved; the 
town center is cared for; the town is charming, it can draw tourists. At the same 
time, differences among the towns come to the fore, as illustrated by: This town is 
unattractive as a whole. The natural quality of the towns’ rural vicinities is pointed out 
with few exceptions by the respondents. Their recreational value, however, including 
potential benefits to the town proper, is seen to be exploited only in a very small part. 
When seen from the perspective of the future residents’ consumption-led preferences, 
the landscape assets in particular, but the towns’ cultural heritage values as well, may 
be assumed to comprise the priming factors in the place of residence choice. 

6 Quality of Life Change in Selected Small 
Towns—Post-pandemic Effects 

Below are summary accounts of in-person interviews conducted with local stake-
holders in the town revisited during April and May of 2022. The respondents include 
those interviewed five years earlier and, in a few cases new ones, such as more
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recently elected local administration representatives. The interviewees relate to the 
main local quality of life components and the COVID-19 impact. 

Reszel 

Respondent 1 
Personally—the feeling of security and friendly social interrelations, even if face-to-
face contacts, so restricted during the last two years, have not quite revived, and may 
remain as such. In general—with the local labor market practically missing—an ideal 
place for the retired. Also for people from Warsaw and Gdańsk, many of whom build 
their houses or adapt old rural homesteads in the vicinity around. The town as such 
is also attractive (…). The cultural offer was seriously curtailed during the pandemic 
and has not quite revived since then. The same concerns the number of tourists. 
Conversely, the local business has survived. Some of the students, who returned 
from their academic centers in 2020, are continuing at distance’ learning…To sum 
up: the town has come back in about 70%. It is slower, with no haste. We have seen 
for the first time that life in a periphery has so many good features. 

Respondent 2 
No great change. The majority of local service outlets have opened up once the 
restrictions were lifted. The pandemic was a sort of efficiency test—the well-managed 
ones have developed; the other disappeared. The returning demand for catering and 
hairdresser services has been met. Out of our two industrial firms, one is expanding, 
whereas the other one is affected by decreasing sales… The town in general continues 
to be a good place for life. Otherwise, the people would not invest in real property 
here. Some return from a longer stay on the Isles, to retire or work on their own. 
This trend appears to continue, it is likely to strengthen over time… The children, 
however, tend increasingly to bypass the local, even though well-equipped vocational 
school, in favor of high schools in larger towns. Learning, as well as parental control, 
have suffered during the pandemic, which cannot be quickly improved. At the same 
time, expectations concerning the future are increasing. 

Respondent 3 
The situation has come more or less back to normal. Still, the people have learned 
to appreciate the things they have, once they felt the risk of loss. The COVID has 
strengthened the feeling of place attachment… The pandemic has changed the func-
tioning of the municipal office for the better. Everyone was prepared to work at a 
distance. Investments are continued in local roads, though these still call for bigger 
improvements … some new people lived and worked in the town temporarily. A 
score of former residents have returned, also from abroad. There is a visible, still 
rather small stream of newcomers from rural places around, both young and old ones 
who give up work on the  farms.  

Respondent 4 
More people from out of town build their houses in Reszel. A sort of new neighbor-
hood has emerged over the last couple of years. We are getting phone calls asking 
about prices and availability of building lots. In rural places near the town, in open
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space, the new houses are usually such for year-round use, not of the summer cottage 
kind… Living in a small town is getting better value—for retirement and recreation, 
but also for those between the ages of 40 to 60. This is not so much in the case of 
younger ones. Our students, once they leave, do not return for good… The furniture 
firm here is extending its operations—there seem to be difficulties, however, with 
finding new workers. 

Ciechanowiec 

Respondent 1 
We are a local center for a rather prosperous, dairy farming area. Our old landmark, 
the Museum of Agriculture was closed down during the pandemic; now it operates, 
though at a lower gear—the events which used to bring up to 300 visitors now 
attract no more than 150. The last years were used for the necessary repair and 
refurbishing, but it was on the whole a sad time. We felt a lack of tourists… The 
town’s major commercial activity, which is the organization of family, in particular 
wedding celebrations, somehow did not feel so much the COVID effects. The demand 
was still present. The firms involved were able to adjust to the restrictions by shipping 
the food to private homes. Now, it is all normal again. 

Respondent 2 
Our small town has a certain charm. There are many agro-tourist farms around. In the 
summer season, the town is full of visitors. It was not quite so in the pandemic time, 
but even then, the COVID-related social distance rules were perhaps not so strictly 
enforced as they were in Warsaw. Students returned to their homes in 2020, and 
participated in the courses via electronic media… At present, the returns of former 
town residents for retirement are visible. New houses are built in the town and the 
vicinity. The land lots prices are high. Also, the wedding halls prosper, with as it is 
heard, notably longer time needed for place reservation. 

Respondent 3 
Regarding economic activity, the COVID impact can be assessed as minor. The 
majority of local businesses, including wedding halls, have outlived the pandemic. 
The closedown period brought about notable progress in the development of informa-
tion infrastructure and its popular use. Interpersonal relations were seriously affected, 
and have not quite revived since then. This also applies to cultural events and reli-
gious celebrations, as some mental effects have remained… Returns by the town 
residents, elderly and middle-aged in the majority, including those from abroad, 
are more numerous than before. Demand for new housing, both private and rental, 
has increased. Some houses are built, or refurbished, and kept unoccupied for future 
family use… The municipality’s investments focus on tourist and road infrastructure. 

Respondent 4 
The COVID pandemic period has had visible effects on the town’s present-day overall 
picture. Some are quite positive. In the eyes of visitors, Ciechanowiec has entered a 
sort of development phase. New public investments have started. The construction 
branch has gained notably. The local cosmetics services have expanded, attracting
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customers even from Warsaw by offering comparable quality for lower prices (….). 
The more attractive building lots in the town’s vicinity are being bought out… There 
is a shortage of technically skilled workers. Still, some new industrial, as well as 
commercial investors from out of town express their interest in coming. The duration 
of this trend is, of course, difficult to assess. 

Myszyniec 

Respondent 1 
Our town’s special role as a center of the historical Kurpie region, is the sustenance 
and promotion of local folk culture. This activity, which includes the organization of 
workshops and holding fairs devoted to vocal, dancing, and craftsmanship traditions, 
was seriously hampered during the pandemic period. The flagship annual event— 
the Honey Prospecting Festival which used to attract around 40 thousand visitors 
from all over the country and some from abroad, was canceled in 2020, and brought 
barely half of that number the next year. The COVID affected also other, tourist-
related commercial activities…The local labor market is poorly developed. Jobs are 
available for the less skilled mainly….Our main challenge for the coming years is to 
upgrade the now very deficient public health services and to invest in local schools. 
If we cannot offer work here to those with higher occupational aspirations, we need 
to provide the knowledge allowing them to be competitive elsewhere, and perhaps 
return in the future to their hometown. 

Respondent 2 
Local road investments were continued over the pandemic years, though the overall 
standard is still insufficient; the growing demand for bike lanes needs to be met. New 
residents come from surrounding rural settlements—the elderly who sell, or pass the 
farms to their offspring, to get better access to shops, doctors, the church, and young 
ones who often commute from here to their workplaces. Also former town residents 
for retirement, including those who migrated years ago to Britain and Ireland; some 
still work there, while building their houses here. There is a fair number of new 
houses in the town and the vicinity, but the local society is aging on the whole. The 
local government is now putting more effort into improving the care dedicated to the 
old and the disabled. 

Respondents 3 and 4 
Things have returned to normal more or less. The local firms have survived, though 
a smaller number of tourists is a problem for some local activities. Several people 
commute daily to work—in furniture, or food processing plants, within a 20–25 km 
perimeter…. There were newcomers, among them students and some managers from 
large cities who stayed and worked from here during the COVID pandemic… Now, 
we witness more returns of former town residents, from Poland and other countries. 
Also from surrounding rural places—both the elderly and the young persons. Housing 
development in the town is a visible effect. This is shown in the number of building 
decisions approved by the municipality office, the number of which increased by 
more than 50% from 2019 to 2021.
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The three small towns surveyed have, though to varying degrees, revealed some 
resilience to the COVID-19 pandemic and the ensuing disturbances. Concerning 
economic activities, the restrictions imposed have had a sort of catalyst effect. The 
resilience phenomenon, in addition to more general factors, can be attributed to 
these specific individual towns. In Ciechanowiec, its sources are traced back to 
the entrepreneurial capacity, the specificity, and the quality of local firms’ market 
offers. In Reszel, the town’s cultural, and its vicinity natural assets—territorial capital 
components, have had a major role in sustaining local life quality, and supporting, 
both for the retirees and some other amenity migrants, the place of residence function. 
In Myszyniec, the central place [2] service functions performed for the relatively large 
and populous agricultural hinterland, one going through a land ownership concen-
tration process, have assured the inflow of new residents and the related housing 
development. In all three cases, a notable resilience source can also be identified 
with social network quality [16, 29]. In Myszyniec, as well as Ciechanowiec, these 
have been external linking ties [43], reaching up to institutions at the regional level, 
that provided financial cushion allowing the towns’ important cultural facilities to go 
through the closedown period. In Reszel, noted in the interviews good social climate 
comes out as a resilience factor. Regarding the role of local leadership and local 
government policies, the pandemic experience appears to have fostered the focus 
on life quality, while revaluating the contribution of its various components, as the 
critical condition of small towns’ socioeconomic resilience. The concomitance and 
constellation of these specific components seem not only to strengthen the overall 
territorial competitiveness of the places but also to make them more crisis resilient. 

7 Conclusions with Policy Implications 

Presented in this chapter, however partial evidence based on the interview survey, 
allows one to indicate some more general, both the observed short-term, as well as 
possible longer consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic within the small towns 
development policy context. 

Considering the sustainability of businesses in towns researched, including the 
most exposed to crisis commercial services, a majority of firms seem to have survived 
the lockdown periods. Whereas financial assistance programs at the national level— 
the anti-crisis shields pertained to all regions and localities, the sustainability factors 
were rather local, and related to the successful local governance, urban form, and the 
specificity of social practices. In small towns analyzed, a certain unspoken resistance 
towards restrictions imposed was observed—the latter related to trust and bonding 
social capital. 

Concerning population movement, aside from the temporary presence of students 
and professionals from large cities, who were able to study and work remotely from 
their hometowns, reported an increased, though still rather minor in absolute terms 
return inflow of ex-residents, including those from abroad, as well as of some other 
newcomers. In each of the towns surveyed, this is accompanied by a growth of private
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housing investments, also for future, prospective use. This may signal an improved 
perception of small-town living in the longer term. 

Remote learning and work have imposed actions on local governments, NGOs, 
and residents, including the extension and up-grading of internet connections, and 
the dissemination of educational programs for teachers and students, As a result, the 
small towns have experienced more advanced digital transformation. This progress, 
catching up with large cities and national core regions, may strengthen the small 
towns’ overall performance and stability, though the effectiveness of this gap 
narrowing will depend upon the engagement of local actors. 

The longer-term pandemic effects remain to be disclosed. As pointed out by 
Copus [44], concerning technological change and network development, the virus 
has accelerated changes that were in progress. The same concerns behavioral trends 
referring to the growing valuation of access to environmental amenities of open space 
[45]. By the end of the present decade, it should become much clearer whether this, 
to some extent intergenerational change, along with the stepping-up climate change, 
will bring about a general tilt of location preferences, also concerning younger-age 
population groups, in favor of small towns and rural areas. 
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Abstract Being a highly populated country, Bangladesh with immense population 
density has always faced various challenges. The COVID-19 pandemic has shaken 
the overall real estate and health infrastructure of it. It has been noted that the intensity 
of the pandemic and the number of cases and deaths are statistically higher in Dhaka 
metropolis and its surrounding regions, such as Narayanganj and Gazipur; identifying 
the urban areas as the hotspot of outbreak. Experiencing this conundrum, this country 
realized the necessity of having a comprehensive planning and development overhaul 
in these urban areas which make them resilient to any similar pandemic situation. This 
chapter has discussed this pandemic resiliency shift of Dhaka and other urban areas in 
Bangladesh. Visiting the journey from the perspective of laws and highlighting how 
this infrastructure resilience can be achieved through legal implementations is the 
key discussion of this study. Along with analyzing the current laws and policies, what 
new attempts and initiatives have been taken and how this works towards combat-
ting similar crises are also discussed here. Adding the current scenario where the 
lack of cautiousness concerning the given factor and the consequences are explored 
accordingly. To get an optimum latitude of such resilience profile, the global infras-
tructure demo has also been compared. In an assertive tone, it can be expected that 
adhering to the existing laws and undertaken policies; and generating new planning 
and development ideas from the lesson of other states, Bangladesh can overcome the 
infrastructure shortcomings it had and become resilience to the future pandemic. A 
proper framework that discusses the overall placement of the fact, the results and the 
possible determination that might accelerate the footing in a better position.
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1 Introduction 

Bangladesh is a highly populated country containing a huge population of 
171,258,374 within the limited surface area of 147,570 square kilometer. It has 
the tenth-highest population density in the world with 1115.62 people per square 
kilometer. The population is mostly dense in the urban areas and surroundings of 
such cities. Dhaka, the country’s capital and largest city holds 14.4 million residents 
and a population density of 19,447 people per square mile (50,368/square mile) [1]. 
Repercussions of having unplanned densely populated cities are explicitly witnessed 
in recent events, especially from the response of the urban areas of Bangladesh in the 
pandemic situations like Covid-19. In 2020, Covid-19 pandemic has struck upon the 
world and Bangladesh also gone through the same drastic phase. It has been noted 
that the intensity of the pandemic and the number of cases and deaths are statistically 
higher in Dhaka metropolis and its surrounding regions, such as Narayanganj and 
Gazipur. These regions have been recognized as the main hotspots of the COVID-19 
pandemic in Bangladesh in a variety of gray literatures, scientific publications, and 
local and international newspaper reporting. Numerous studies conclusively show 
that one of the main drivers of COVID-19’s fast development is dense population 
[2]. Experiencing this conundrum, this country realized the necessity of having a 
comprehensive planning and development overhaul in these urban areas which make 
them resilient to any similar pandemic situation. 

This chapter has depicted the concrete resiliency level Dhaka city was ready 
with before the pandemic situation- which was, at least from the perspective of 
the authors, not adequate to combat the pandemic situation. The readers will also 
be able to visit the resiliency transformation of the urban cities of Bangladesh 
through a legal perspective. Albeit, it cannot be denied that the existing laws and 
policies of Bangladesh, if implemented carefully, such retrogressive, dreadful situ-
ation would not take place. Nonchalant treatment of the concerned authority and 
leniency of the people regarding their rights can be identified as factors behind such 
failure. Accepting that limitation, the chapter will try to find out the loopholes of the 
existing legal framework of the country which refrained her to achieve infrastructural 
resilience. On the same note, it will focus how to overhaul the existing system based 
on the newer innovative changes taken places in other countries through analyzing in a 
comparative approach. Apart from that, the multi-strata initiatives of the Government 
of Bangladesh which also includes framing new policies to combat such pandemic 
akin conditions in future were scrutinized by the authors in order to discover their 
efficiency in the long run and to make an infrastructurally sound and resilient urban 
areas in the post-pandemic Bangladesh.
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2 Literature Review 

As the Covid-19 pandemic situation comparatively new, the literatures regarding it are 
ongoing. Though some can be found on the pandemic phase or pre-pandemic phase, 
the numbers are few on the post-pandemic works and gets fewer when it is about 
the infrastructural resiliency, particularly on urban areas of Bangladesh. ‘COVID-
19 Pandemic: Rethinking Strategies for Resilient Urban Design, Perceptions, and 
Planning’ is one of such pieces which has focused on the major lessons that can 
be adopted for post-pandemic urban resilient planning related to disaster manage-
ment and climate change adaptation, preventing extensive challenges of sustain-
ability apart [3]. Financing, policy making more and making the impact of any 
future pandemic less effective on our infrastructural sectors is important. The G20 
plan where it tends increasing the resilience of infrastructure against risks covering 
from pandemics. Communication infrastructure has been increased, the businesses 
are following the digital platforms to run their daylong works, but the accessibility is 
differing from region to region. Overall, infrastructure resilience depends on the phys-
ical aspects, operations, the proper governing for risk allocation then the adequate 
financing and afterwards the initiated service accessibility and their continuance 
process. The strategies made should carry the protection and prevention atmosphere, 
be flexible-easily adaptable and ensure recovery and responses [4]. New infrastruc-
tural projects should meet up the economic and social resilience, the concept of 
sustainable infrastructure promoting social inclusion and addresses different dimen-
sions of inequality. This initiative should be finalized this way that comes across 
solving the infrastructural issues in the post pandemic state [5]. Financial backups, 
productivity and environmental factors are the turning points in working on the 
mechanisms on the post- pandemic infrastructural issues. The Malaysian govern-
ment has taken initiative to work on this current pattern [6]. Infrastructural projects 
which are under procurement and under construction should be reassessed. The 
necessary undertakings should follow the short, mid-term, long term durability. A 
robust performance and risk framework with adequate fine-tuning and stress-testing 
is required for the ultimate COVID-19 response and resilience-building strategy. 
Also, a globally connected Project Management Office (PMO) can help in further-
ance [7]. The planning, financing, durability, sustainability, and recovery-responses 
should be the guiding factor in the case of designing the infrastructural concept. 
In the post COVID-19 pandemic, it has become more significant that the pertinent 
measures must be brought about. 

3 Methodology 

Authors have followed the thematic method in this book chapter to address the key 
problem and results therefrom. This method requires a qualitative database. The study 
obtained the results through secondary data-based research including news, statistics,
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and literature. The review study process accumulates the relevant literature, articles, 
journals of different authors, analyzing them with a new set of objectives and applying 
the result in the work having pertinent proportions. The database that has been used 
here is based on legal databases which are used in the field of law, computer assisted 
legal research is another format here. 

3.1 Data Collection 

The conceptions, data derived from the secondary sources and here the data is used 
here are from various sources, such as articles, journals, news etc. there, the thematic 
method has been applied to analyze the qualitative data. The case study that has 
been incorporated here is based on a secondary derivation. The collected data were 
reviewed to connect with the given problem in this paper. Though a methodical inter-
view could not be taken, the paper contains all the necessary information, analysis 
that leads to the proper understanding of the given issue here through the thematic 
process. 

The inclusion and exclusion part concerning the methodology is, adding the 
pertinent that supports the infrastructural resilience in urban places mentioned in 
numerous writings, the impact of COVID-19 on this regard and the necessary imple-
mentations while not incorporating the rural area factors with a view the pandemic 
impact and the matter of resilience. 

3.2 Data Sources 

Primary 
source 

Relevant laws concerning the issue 

Secondary 
source 

Necessary statistical records from numerous articles, journals, literatures based on 
the given theme, data from newspapers etc. 

3.3 Data Analysis 

Through secondary information, the thematic approach is given as an analyzing tool 
for qualitative data. The literatures, perceptions are here have been analyzed with 
the key concept of the paper. The resilience of the infrastructural issue has been 
addressed in many of the places which are a major site of this paper and they have 
been explained, explored with the theme parameter. The keywords are used here, 
focusing on infrastructural issues, development, the impact of COVID-19, resilience
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and effect on the urban areas are utilized here throughout the study with a proper 
explanation and necessary modifications. 

A proper methodical discussion or interview was not feasible in this study as it 
takes into consideration the while urban areas in Bangladesh. Case study research, 
likely, does not always represent a sample and the researcher’s goal is not to enumerate 
frequencies (as, for instance, in statistical generalization) but to expand and generalize 
existing theories. However, this chapter primarily has focused on the existing urban 
infrastructure planning in Bangladesh, how it was running throughout these years 
and after the new-normal phenomenon of COVID-19 pandemic. The legal and policy 
work on this issue is another crucial discussion point and afterwards the Government 
initiatives have been discussed focusing on the urban sector to find out what particular 
changes can be brought. 

3.4 Limitations of the Methodology 

The one limitation that the authors have faced is that a proper interview could not be 
arranged for this study, which would have met the current requirement of the study 
and furnish better result. Another limitation was the secondary data based that was 
dealt cannot be said adequate to balance the paper’s entire theme. 

4 Analyzing Infrastructure Resilience in the Post Pandemic 
Urban Areas of Bangladesh 

4.1 How the COVID-19 Pandemic Has Affected the Urban 
Areas in Bangladesh 

Urban growth is still “big cities-centric” nowadays. Around 38% of Bangladesh’s 
population lives in urban areas, mostly in and around the cities of Dhaka and Chat-
togram. Each district and divisional headquarters in Bangladesh have at least one 
secondary town, another significant town, including a small township at each upazila. 
Although cities account for between 70 and 80% of the population in high-income 
countries, historically no nation has been able to rise to this level. By 2031, the 
nation wants to achieve the lofty goal of being an upper-middle-income nation [8]. 
Bangladesh regards the five-year plan as the country’s overall development strategy. 
The government has a number of tools at its disposal to address the housing require-
ments of all income populations, and these plans are just one of them. Capital Devel-
opment Authority—Rajdhani Unnayan Kartripakkha (RAJUK) began work on the 
Dhaka Metropolitan Development Plan (DMDP) in 1995 using a strategic planning 
methodology for the city of Dhaka.
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We all thought the existing policies, legislations and planned infrastructure are 
capable to combat any situation including natural disaster or pandemic. Then there 
came COVID-19 pandemic, a long-term state where our usual life experienced a 
significant change. It has affected basically every area around the world where normal 
life was stuck in a new normal position and Bangladesh was not an exception as well. 
Hence the urban planning was not so well planned for about a long time, there this 
pandemic has proved it to be failed viciously. In a developing country like ours, we 
have faced tremendous hardship with such impromptu poor urban planning and now 
in the post pandemic era we are still working on placing the things [8]. 

The infrastructure of health sector was the worst effected ones in this Covid-19 
pandemic. The first phase was attacked into the urban informal settlements (slums) 
where we do have concerns relating to the overcrowding, unhygienic waste manage-
ment and pollution issues leading towards severe health impact from COVID-19 [9]. 
The public and private health facilities were affected as the lack of adequate health-
care providers to treat general patients, service hours were shortened. The public test 
centers were affordable but overcrowded with patients on the other hand the private 
centers were easier to access but unaffordable for the urban people, mostly the slum 
dwellers [9]. The practice of that period is still ongoing in some of the places in the 
post pandemic era. Restructuring the health sector comprehensively seems to be a 
dire necessity for protecting the present as well as the future conundrum. 

Public health initiative is one of the most cited topics where it includes the collec-
tive social contract, hospitals, urban trees, playfields, footpaths, clean rivers and 
kacha bazars—can all be considered here. Biking, cycling is always an option that 
promotes proper urban planning as it does not emit carbon, but in Bangladesh we 
hardly get places where cycling is feasible. The roads are not safe, the footpaths are 
occupied by informal markets here [10]. 

On the other hand, the urban dwellers were supposed to live within a safety net, 
but a recent study shows that only 17.84 areas are covered by this [11]. The urban 
planning after the pandemic should be reconstructed but there are certain factors that 
need to be checked. A proper balance between densification and disaggregation is a 
key question here. This pandemic has shown us our urban planning was not firmly 
organized and that it creates hassles after the pandemic [8]. 

The urban structure due to the health service deuteriation, the economic hazard, is 
not properly maintained. The amount of non-resolved housing arose in our country 
as the urban areas for living were not adequately planned, there are overcrowded 
places, unhygienic-sanitation issues which lead to the increasing number of affected 
people. We might face such a pandemic condition later, so we should be focused on 
planning the urban areas. The present context in Bangladesh after the post pandemic 
era, focusing on urban structure that clearly defines us to work diligently on those 
factors, otherwise the next pandemic might make the state even more vulnerable. 
An environment friendly atmosphere is consistently a required entity, here suitable 
urban organization is needed.
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4.2 Resiliency Under the Existing Legal Framework 
of Bangladesh 

Bangladesh has already framed significant number of legislations and policies which, 
to some extent, can make its’ urban cities resilient to any future akin pandemic. The 
very motivation behind framing various national framework was basically two-firstly, 
considering the quizzically increasing real estate and housing industry in the urban 
and suburban areas; secondly and most importantly, to fulfill the ultimate obligation 
under the international instruments to which Bangladesh is incumbent. 

For an example, Article 25 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) 
and Article 11 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
(ICESCR) unequivocally recognizes the right to an “adequate standard of living” 
of every human being and one of the denominating factors of such standard of 
living is ensuring housing. This recognition implies that the right to housing needs 
to be ensured by the state in line of ensuring adequate standard of living [8]. In 
line of such notion, to express the obligation derives to Bangladesh from signing 
and ratifying several international instruments, Article 15(a) of the Constitution of 
Bangladesh inserted, “It shall be a fundamental responsibility of the State to attain, 
through planned economic growth, a constant increase of productive forces and a 
steady improvement in the material and cultural standard of living of the people, 
with a view to securing to its citizens- a) the provision of the basic necessities of 
life, including food, clothing, shelter…” The right mandates a range of protec-
tions including availability of services, facilities, and infrastructure; accessibility 
and habitability. Enforcement of the housing right is also seemed to be enforced by 
the Apex Court of Bangladesh in Jhilpara Slum Eviction Case (2008). In order to 
protect this right for all the people of Bangladesh, including the toiling masses, the 
Bangladesh Legal Aid and Service Trust (BLAST), the Centre for Laws and Liti-
gations (also known as Ain O Shalish Kendra) and others has filed public interest 
litigation/ PIL to the High Court Division of the Bangladesh Supreme Court [8]. 

Similar assurance is repeatedly reflected in the national legislations and poli-
cies of Bangladesh, fulfillment of which, would partially make the road easier for the 
country in planning and developing a resilient city in post pandemic. The Real Estate 
(Development and Management) Act, 2010 was enacted with a view to establishing 
regulation and promotion of the real estate sector. This Act pertinently ensures civic 
benefits to be, as far as possible, be ensured according to the Land Development for 
Private Residential Project Rules 2004 (Section 7). Section 11 of this Act stipulates 
the mandatory facilities of the real estate housing including sufficient air circulation 
and all types of utility services, open space and most importantly maintain stan-
dard distance in between the buildings- which are proved to be helpful to prevent any 
contagious diseases or similar natured pandemic. On the other hand, it imposes penal-
ties for unauthorized real estate projects (Section 20), change of approved design or 
facilities (Sections 21 and 26) that implies the constructions which are not build or 
designed as per the rule of this Act will be subjected to necessary actions.
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Before enacting the Real Estate Act 2010, Building Construction Act 1952, was 
promulgated in order to control haphazard and unplanned development of buildings, 
excavation of tank and cutting of hills by putting restriction (Section 3), demolishing 
construction if necessary (Section 3B). It is to be noted that this Act particularly puts 
circumscription on improper use of land; which is determined by the distribution and 
classification of lands based on the purpose of use, such as residential/commercial/ 
industrial areas. Now, this Act of 1952, is not only environment friendly and green 
law in nature, but also can be considered as an effective legislature to build resiliency 
in the urban areas. 

Harmoniously, Bangladesh National Building Code 2015 is the one compre-
hensive code regarding housing which tries to engage with every possible matter 
regarding planning, design and construction of buildings and associated service facil-
ities including electrical, mechanical, sanitary etc. It is being followed to ensure 
safety, minimization of wastage in construction and optimum return for the user. 
It particularly puts emphasis on sustainable development such as Green Building 
Technology, Renewable energy, Waste Management, Climate change and so on. 

Apart from all these laws, there are certain legislations which are concerned with 
the environment and sustainable development and planning of housing such as Play-
grounds, open spaces, parks and natural reservoirs conservation law in all munic-
ipal areas of the country including metropolitan, divisional cities and municipalities 
of district cities, 2000; The Brick Manufacturing and Brick Kilns Establishment 
(Control) Act 2013; Building Construction Rules 2008; Water Body Conservation 
Act, 2000 etc. 

When it comes to specifically planning and development of urban areas, 
Bangladesh has its own Town Improvement Act (1953) which contains provi-
sions regarding the development, improvement and expansion of the Capital of 
the Republic and its’ peripherals by “opening up congested areas, laying out or 
altering streets, providing open spaces for purposes of ventilation or recreation, 
demolishing or constructing buildings, acquiring land for the said purposes and 
for the re-housing of persons displaced by the execution of improvement schemes”. 
RAJUK is working to create Dhaka, the capital town, a sustainable, habitable, and 
environmentally responsible metropolis. It has taken the initiative to create a livable 
city in order to achieve the planned city’s objective by addressing housing, transporta-
tion, and large-scale water-based public space/open space issues. The organization’s 
primary tasks included the creation of development plans, road expansion to relieve 
traffic congestion, the design of better traffic flow plans, the establishment of open 
spaces for relaxation, the dismantling or construction of buildings, and the building 
of roads, bridges, and culverts. It also undertook an Urban Resilience Project (URP), 
whose main goal is to increase the capacity of related agencies to respond quickly 
and effectively to emergencies within Dhaka and Sylhet. A secondary goal of the 
URP is to raise the level of quality of new buildings in the two cities, with completion 
scheduled for around 2022 [12]. 

Apart from the infrastructural legal instruments, the post pandemic cities can be 
made resilient through efficacious decentralization which is already embodied in 
the Article 59 and 60 of the Constitution of Bangladesh which guides and classifies
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the republic’s administrative units in local government bodies. Complying with the 
constitution, the Local Government Act of 1997, which was followed by the Upazila 
and Zilla Parishad Acts of 1998 and 2000, established a powerful four-tier local 
government commission with the goal of ensuring the decentralization of power in 
every stage and emphasizing public engagement. In line with the system of adminis-
trative decentralization, the government of Bangladesh has undertaken measures to 
enhance the economy by shifting authority away from the core to the margin [13]. 

These provisions were supposed to be sufficient to make the urban areas of 
Bangladesh resilient to any disaster, climate change or similar issues. But if we 
singularly think about the post pandemic resilience which would combat the similar 
pandemic future, then legal frameworks relating to planning of health sectors’ infras-
tructure is something that needs to be taken into account. That is because, though 
we designed shelter home for facing natural disasters or emergency situation, but it 
did not foresee any pandemic situations like COVID-19 from where isolation, social 
distance etc. concepts might arise. 

It needs to be realized at the same time, the real estate industry does not entail 
solely to the right to shelter, also involves other rights such as right to health, right to 
privacy, right to safe and healthy environment etc. This pandemic resiliency requires 
to highlight upon right to health in particular. 

The right to health has been recognized in several international instruments 
including ICESCR by providing “the highest attainable standard of physical and 
mental health.” Governments are obligated to take effective steps for the “prevention, 
treatment and control of epidemic, endemic, occupational and other diseases.” 
Article 12(1) provides a definition of the right to health, while article 12(2) enumer-
ates illustrative, non-exhaustive examples of States parties’ obligations. While the 
Covenant provides for progressive realization and acknowledges the constraints due 
to the limits of available resources, it also imposes on States parties’ various obli-
gations which are of immediate effect. States parties have immediate obligations in 
relation to the right to health, such as the guarantee that the right will be exercised 
without discrimination of any kind (Art. 2.2) and the obligation to take steps (Art. 
2.1) towards the full realization of Article 12. Such steps must be deliberate, concrete 
and targeted towards the full realization of the right to health [14]. 

When the question of the obligation of the state arises, the first legal instrument 
that is scrutinized to get the answer is the Constitution of that state. Article 15 of 
the Constitution of Bangladesh states that it shall be a fundamental responsibility of 
the State to secure for its citizens the provision of necessities of life, one of those 
is the medical care. Additionally, Article 18 states that the State shall regard the 
raising of the level of nutrition and the improvement of public health as among its 
primary duties. These are fundamental to the interpretation of our Constitution and 
must be applied by the State in formulating laws. Though rights enshrined in Part II 
of the constitution is not judicially enforceable, justiciability is not the sole criterion 
to assess the magnitude of a constitutional obligation. If we consider Fundamental 
Rights of Part III of the constitution, Article 32 of the Constitution provides for every 
citizen the right to life, which has been widely interpreted in cases to include the 
right to health [15].
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Practical implementation of these rights is overlooked when the people of 
Bangladesh, especially the citizens of cities- where the covid patients were compar-
atively higher, were deprived of any basic medical care or health facilities. This 
indicates how the country failed to design a sustainable health infrastructure for its 
residents and how an overhaul is required in this sector [16]. 

Analyzing the current laws we have in Bangladesh right now it is clear, these can 
be helpful to combat any pandemic situation like Covid-19, but as said before, not 
adequate to build apt urban resiliency in Bangladesh. That’s why the Government of 
Bangladesh has taken several measures so that Bangladesh can be resilient towards 
similar situation, focusing the urban areas as they were affected more comparing the 
rural areas. In the next segment, those initiatives have been scrutinized thoroughly 
to evaluate the resiliency level. 

4.3 Analyzing the Trajectory of Government in Planning 
and Development for Post Pandemic Cities 

Bangladesh government and the World Bank finalized a $300 million financing agree-
ment to support the state’s urban local administrations in responding to and recovering 
from the COVID-19 outbreak and enhancing readiness for forthcoming pandemic. 
39.9 million urban people across all 8 divisions will benefit from the ‘Local Govern-
ment COVID-19 Response and Recovery Project’. As they have already recovered 
from the pandemic and are preparing themselves for upcoming shocks like climate 
change, natural catastrophes, and disease outbreaks, it will help its cities and towns 
to rebuild more effectively. Additionally, the initiative will provide funding twice 
a year to 329 towns and 10 city corporations to upgrade vital urban services and 
infrastructures in order to prepare for and respond to the effects of climate change, 
natural catastrophes, and upcoming disease epidemics [10]. 

This project will assist local governmental entities in adopting the necessary steps 
to advance climate-smart urbanization and get ready for upcoming shock vulnera-
bility. It will execute labor-intensive public works that will both ensure water supply, 
sanitation, drainage, and other essential services which would be useful to low-
income areas, shantytowns, and zones with a high disease outbreak and disaster 
risks, while also increasing employment for the underprivileged urban population. 
It will generate 10,000 jobs and 1.5 million days of temporary employment for 
women underneath this public works program. Every piece of infrastructure will 
have energy-saving features, such solar panels and cool roofs in the public sectors. 
The initiative would enhance sanitation in public areas by installing hand-washing 
stations, bathrooms, and separate restrooms for women. 

Moreover, RAJUK proposed and subsequently framed a Detailed Area Plan 
(DAP) in December 2021 and its’ summary was finally approved by the Govern-
ment of Bangladesh on Sixth July 2022, followed by the final approval on 23 August 
2022 [17, 18]. Mentioning the plan in this chapter has a definite connection with the
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resiliency model this chapter is seeking for. This plan has been formulated from the 
very fresh experience of combatting Covid-19 pandemic and in many segments of it 
reflects beefing up the overall planning and development of Dhaka city for any facing 
any situation concerning environmental, disaster or erupting any similar pandemic, 
though precariously. This 20-year master plan is visioned to convert Dhaka city into 
a livable and modern mega city by the year 2035 [19]. Replacing the traditional ‘plot-
based development’, it came up with the idea of ‘block-based development system’ 
which would the Government believe will be able to fulfill the housing needs of 
Dhaka and its peripherals stretching across 1582 sqkm. by means of easing pollu-
tion, traffic congestion, waterlogging and other issues through effective use of land 
[17, 18]. 

One of the salient features of DAP is it will permit construction of high-rise 
buildings and merge the small units of houses. There will be two folded repercussions 
of such step, firstly it would offer a lot of open space and limitations of land will be 
solved- which will be useful for healthy environment and adequate air ventilation; 
and secondly, it will also decrease haphazard expansion of the urban area and protect 
low-lying urban and agricultural lands. 

During the prolonged lockdown period, heavy migration of the lower and lower 
middle-class people from urban to rural areas was observed. Nearly 50,000 low-
income individuals have fled the city for their native lands after losing their employ-
ment in the pandemic, leaving them with uncertainty. They became drastically help-
less and homeless which hits hard to the reality that these categories of people cannot 
afford any housing facilities in the cities [20]. Realizing this discriminatory planning 
of urban areas, the new DAP has planned a housing project in small size flats within 
650–700 sq ft for lower and lower middle-class segment of the society in the 57 
locations. Thus, if any pandemic occurs in future, the economic shock at least will 
not lead to make million people homeless and unsafe situations. On the other hand, 
the Real Estate and Housing Association of Bangladesh (REHAB) claims that imple-
mentation of this plan would cause reduction of the overall flat sizes to 33–35% as 
the open spaces aptly upsurges, but at the same time it would cause price hike of 
the real estate to 50%. Such an uplifted price will go beyond the capability of the 
lower-middle- and lower-class people to purchase any shelter for them [21]. 

Decentralizing the urban population and reducing population density and at 
the same time ensuring civic immunities are the concern of DAP; which creates 
resiliency to the future pandemic ensuring social distancing and offering better 
medical infrastructure. If the plan can be executed, it aspires to give such housing 
facilities at least 2.6 crore people. Under this mega plan, the Dhaka and its desig-
nated surrounded areas has been divided into 6 discrete regions and seventy-five 
sub-regions; these divisions and sub-divisions are further classified under different 
category as per its’ purpose of utility such as residential, commercial, industrial, 
agricultural, institutional, waterbodies, forest, open space, and flood prone areas. 

One of the key requirements of decentralization of the urban cities is that there 
should be an accessible rapid communication system among the urban cities and other 
areas. According to the DAP, currently, there are 228 km inter-regional connecting 
roads in Dhaka which would be increased to 291 km. It also plans to extend the
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collector road by 1,200 km. There is also a plan for creating a 202-km cycle lane and 
574 km waterways in the city. Moreover, the DAP proposes construction of six Metro 
rail lines, two bus rapid transits, six elevated expressways, two main roads parallel 
to Dhaka-Mymensingh Road, radial roads connected to two ring roads and circular 
waterways. It also proposes to construct 13 inter-district bus terminals and two truck 
terminals around Dhaka. These long-term communication projects will expedite the 
transportation and hence, capable the populace to footloose all over Bangladesh. 
Besides 627 schools, 285 colleges are to be built, based on which school zone will 
be determined to restrict mobility and traffic congestion [20]. 

To combat with the environmental issues including global warming and climate 
change; disaster management as well outbreak of any ailment- DAP aims to provide 
an environment friendly urban area by constructing five large regional parks, 55 water 
parks, 13 large eco-parks (including Bhawal Forest), 13 other parks and playgrounds, 
a cultural zone adjacent to the Buriganga River and a park with an area of about 425 
acres in Keraniganj. 

Visiting the previous experience where the infection and death rate due to 
pandemic were higher than any other regions, Bangladesh realized its’ subpar, piece-
meal health infrastructure was meagre to combat such situation, a large infrastructural 
shaft has been opted in this plan and proposed to build 287 hospitals in the zones 
with a view to ensuring quality healthcare. There is no alternative to implementing 
such a mega plan, if this country wants in real life to create resiliency in the post 
pandemic cities. 

4.4 What Bangladesh Can Learn from Other Countries’ 
Urban Planning 

As we know urban planning needs to be developed due to the post pandemic state, 
there we can refer to some of the measures taken by some other countries to have 
an appropriate understanding. The actions taken by the countries are substantially 
based on rebuilding their urban structure including the marketplace arrangements, 
hospitals, educational institutions, living places, environmental protection as well. 
The new urban design should be long term, having some of the equitable benefits 
and preventive measures. 

4.4.1 Mobility and Cycling Initiatives in Other Countries 

Easing the mobility can be one crucial point here, street space, carbon emission 
controlling can be under this phase. Here Berlin has introduced the cycling service 
having cycle lanes to save time and thus the emission can be controlled as well. In 
Paris, they have lined up with the cycling service to ‘15 min city’ to move around 
on time. London is following the bike service as an easy medium of transport. In
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our country, we can follow the similar strategy of having cycle lanes for smooth 
communication processes which would be environmentally friendly as well. So, this 
smart city pathway can be one of the undertakings towards the urban development 
goal. 

4.4.2 Digital Infrastructure and Housing Reformation 

The authority should also concentrate on the digital infrastructure system that might 
lead to a sustainable urban development providing affordable and adequate shelter 
places for all. The motto of redesigning the housing plans may assist us with our future 
accommodation needs [8]. In the past, during the Industrial Revolution, unsanitary 
living was an issue and that led to several discomforts among the people. Thus, in 
London, Paris and New York they worked towards housing reform and modernized 
their sewage infrastructures. So, reformation is not a new concept, urban planning 
has always been a concerning issue. 

Planning for a proper pedestrian culture is required in Bangladesh as that is prac-
ticed in European countries. The cooperation of the urban administrators, planners, 
architects, healthcare professionals and social workers are needed to re-conceptualize 
the footpath as a public health infrastructure assisting to reduce obesity, resist 
diabetes, and encourage people to better experience their city [10]. 

4.4.3 Technological and Constructional Development 

Talking about the housing scheme, here Singapore has worked on the land develop-
ment that connects with the housing. The other initiatives taken by their government 
for mangrove restoration as a coastal defense program which is funded partly through 
the proceeds of its urban development. In Bangladesh, we may work on these factors. 
In Nigeria, their efforts towards infrastructure and construction on urban land devel-
opment encompasses green industrial activities, released for housing development. 
In the UK, the North of England has expertise in renewable energy generation; the 
West Midlands is working on vehicle components all gathered in the process of public 
transport. Manilla, Rio de Janeiro have upgraded the public transport system so that 
it may reach each urban community having less risk and less pollution [22]. Tamil 
Nadu has worked on their housing project that refers to climate resilient housing for 
about 6,000 urban households, Delhi is having a long-term master plan with a well 
oriented railway system. China has planned towards water resource management 
for urban and rural sections after the pandemic. Fiji has implemented a blockchain 
based land management system that helps in land tax related function. The space-
based technologies have consistently accommodated Indonesia for proper location 
and design-based infrastructure having the environment sustainability [23]. Living 
in a digital arena, the application of technologies may reduce the work pressure 
concerning the land management-housing and urban planning factor.
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In Bangladesh, we do have several scopes to implement such features that have 
been developed or introduced in other countries. As we know, after the pandemic it 
has been quite strenuous to place things as before; here the urban planning is one of 
the most crucial parts. The planning taken from the other countries can be a learning 
point for Bangladesh to deal with these businesses in the post pandemic state. Mercy 
Tembon, World Bank Country Director for Bangladesh and Bhutan has expressed 
his hope stating- “around 36 percent of the population living in urban areas the city 
corporations and the municipalities can play a critical role in helping the urban poor 
recover from the pandemic as well as prepare to handle future shocks” [10]. 

5 What More Right Actions Can Be Taken? 

Some essential measures are needed to be taken, to be emphasized in order to better-
ment of the entire state. Firstly, restructuring the health sector, building more hospitals 
and arrangement like quarantine centers to combat the unforeseeable pandemics and 
emergencies. In Urban area, the proper maintaining of hygiene is needed more as the 
industrial growth is higher in these areas, so practically there is high chance of any 
disease spreading faster, just as we have witnessed during Covid-19. So, hospital, or 
any health care institution should be cleaned properly with authorized persons who 
have received training of hygiene. 

Secondly, there are changes need to be adopted in the architectural facilities in 
the post pandemic era. In residential place the proper use of open spaces should be 
ensured as that was regarded a potential hotspot of spreading the virus. Maintaining 
the lanes in front of the buildings and the standard spaces among the buildings, bike 
friendly spaces- are imperative where in some of the areas it has been considered 
but most of them are lagging behind [24]. Designing smart home, with technological 
advantages is also crucial these days for maintaining a sustained area to receive 
facilities, for example, having emergency evacuation plans and quarantine area in 
every such building can bring a big change. 

Thirdly, the post pandemic phase requires some of the structural changes in resi-
dential areas, as the condition made us stay indoors so the big windows, cross ventila-
tion process, a balcony or terrace, a cornered home office are new requirements. This 
diversity is not confine to housing places, the restaurants, academic institutions, open 
spaces are also demanded to be planned in a new way [25] alongside, warranting 
safety net for the urban dweller. 

Fourthly, the long-planned decentralization of Dhaka city and other mega cities 
should be implemented as soon as possible, though several projects have been taken 
by Government for the same purpose, but the ultimate fascination to stay at the 
heart of cities are cutting those initiatives. Unless the similar privileges and oppor-
tunities cannot be offered in the peripheral areas of the urban cities, spontaneous 
decentralization will be not made possible. 

Then, housing places whether residential, commercial or industrial places should 
be constructed accordingly so that we can be prepared for any other future pandemic
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issues. The public health initiative refers to many aspects where the construction 
of hospitals should be placed properly, with safe and wide spacious road, markets, 
malls and etc., all should be build following the given infrastructure policies with 
environment friendly process. 

Some steps that have already be implemented in other countries such as the cycle 
lanes, digital infrastructure system can be introduced in this regard. The overall 
development of mangrove coastal areas is another vital point here as Bangladesh is 
having a large area in this aspect. Urban land developments should emphasize on 
green industrial activism. A proper transportation allocation along with well oriented 
railway system can be introduced. The planning concerning the infrastructure and 
land management prices should follow the concept of environmental sustainability. 

Finally, making sure of proper implementation of the current laws can mitigate 
the pandemic situation to a greater scale. Also new policies and laws can be framed 
to prepare the urban areas with pandemic resiliency which can help us to combat the 
contiguous virus or endemics or pandemics. 

6 Conclusions 

Our current standing, and process of forwarding one more step has been clearly 
discussed above. The post pandemic has given us a new reality to settle things with 
an advanced approach. The urban planning must be resolved so that further, we do 
not need to reshape it due to any future epidemic. The post pandemic state indicated 
that where we are, the existing legal framework referred to what we had done and 
forthwith what needs to be adopted. The planning of the Government for the future 
resilience is a clear sign that the measures framed under the legal regime have been 
accumulated under their action, also here the concern for climate change and envi-
ronmental issues is vital. Learning from different countries is another way towards 
expanding our contemplate for resilience; their redesigning might assist us to shape 
our infrastructural modification. The learnings and other knowledge would have a 
significant impact if applied with due care. 

A part of our infrastructural establishments is the land management system. From 
housing, schools, hospitals, roads, shops, everything should be brought under one 
conventional design in urban places. Here the conversion of planning in the urban 
slums cannot be neglected. Urban services, construction and infrastructures can be 
based on technology, to have the digital solution. From water supplies to other service 
providers, everywhere the implementation is needed. Strengthening financial sustain-
ability and building governance capacity is essential as due to pandemic the people 
have suffered through acute financial challenges. The City authorities should produce 
a systematic way about safety and resilience and put them into urban governance [23]. 
Environmental sustainability should be a rising factor in case of any urban structural 
groundwork. The land management and infrastructure must follow the environmental 
conservation rules and procedure. Overall, the infrastructure resilience process in the 
urban areas in the post COVID-19 pandemic should be planned and implemented
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in a progressive way, making it a worthwhile standard. Existing cases with relevant 
policy accomplishment and a proper monitoring mechanism is all we expect further. 
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and location dynamics. This should be seen as an opportunity to achieve desired goal 
of broader sustainability. Therefore, the dynamic decision models such as stochastic 
approach can be a candidate to foster resilient, inclusive, and responsive urban built-
environment. The study emphasizes the need for deeper cooperation between global 
south and global north countries for overcoming financial constraints and knowl-
edge gaps. Collaborative culture in data sharing and technology are crucial for main-
taining coherent transformation, especially as virtual jobs peak, making inter-country 
cooperation essential for evolving urban spaces and rethinking planning. 

1 Introduction—Setting the Scene 

Contemporary global challenges, exemplified by the frequent occurrence and esca-
lating intensity of natural hazards, are exacerbated by our insensitive behavior, 
marked by excessive and inconsiderate consumption of both renewable and non-
renewable resources. This compounding magnitude of impacts is contributing to 
the deterioration of existing infrastructure worldwide, leading to simultaneous chal-
lenges in the global north and south. The repercussions extend to the loss of biodi-
versity, the emergence of new forms of inequality, and environmental injustice. 
In response to these issues, scholars and societal actors are urging a reimagining 
of paradigms, emphasizing concepts such as de-growth, environmental justice, co-
creation, and broader social changes to foster a resilient transformation. It is within 
this context that the COVID-19 pandemic emerged as a global crisis, introducing an 
additional layer of challenges to the pre-existing global predicament. 

The reassessment of urban design and city responses to pandemics triggered by the 
COVID-19 pandemic aligns with historical patterns influencing cities’ reactions to 
such crises. Evidence suggests an inevitable second wave of COVID-19, emphasizing 
the importance of applying proven guidelines from past pandemics like cholera, 
the Black Death, the Spanish flu, and the Swine flu. These guidelines advocate 
for the prompt implementation of physical distancing protocols and the restricted, 
time-bound reopening of urban facilities [1]. 

Cities that adhered to such regulations during historical pandemics, like the 
Spanish flu, successfully flattened the curve, although some faced subsequent waves 
with increased infections and deaths. The timing and duration of social distancing 
measures emerged as key factors in effectively combating pandemics, as observed in 
the experiences of the UK during the second wave of the Swine flu and the Spanish 
flu [2]. Ahsan [3] illustrates Turkey’s historical response, citing examples from the 
Byzantine and Ottoman periods, highlighting how plagues led to technical transfor-
mations in urban life and municipal service delivery. It is critical that the ability to 
implement and sustain effective measures varies between rich and poor countries, 
shaping the overall success in combating pandemics. 

Achieving sustainable urban transformation has always been a significant chal-
lenge and associated with complexities, especially about identifying the factors 
causing transformation and their variable dynamic impacts on physical and virtual
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domains in both public and private spaces. While global climate changes are the key 
cause of challenges including frequent and increasing intensity of foods, wildfires, 
cyclones, heat waves, earthquakes, etc., other disruptive forces including online based 
services e.g., e-commerce, virtual and hybrid mode of employment, online schooling, 
etc. are understood to be causes for spatial transformation in the urban, rural and 
remote regions [4, 1]. The dependency of online base services was acute during 
the COVID-19 pandemic when people’s in-person mobility was severely restricted. 
During that time, the dynamics and momentum of physical transformation reflected 
in daily mobility, use of public transit, public space, including marketplaces, play-
grounds, parks, and other services were increasingly visible. The continuum of urban 
transformation dynamics got new momentum and the dynamics continue “during” 
and “post” pandemic that are understood to be a “new” normal where virtuality 
has been immersed with contemporary “physicality”, while their marital bonding is 
almost inseparable because of the enormity of mutual benefits that it offered to the 
people across the cities and remote regions. Under this dynasty of “new” normalcy, it 
becomes a critical area of convention about the nature of transition and its impacts of 
remote and hybrid (online and in-person) work, remote living, neighborhood acces-
sibility (e.g., 15 min city), multi-modal mobility, quality of urban green and the rise 
of social inequality on the spatial features of the cities e.g., locational choice of resi-
dences, conventional physical presence of the commercial office spaces, retail stores, 
restaurants, convention halls, etc. on defining people’s movement within the cities and 
across the regions [4, 5]. During the pandemic, new virtual-induced-physical urban 
living pushed citizens to adopt to a “new” and diverse working habits, characterized 
by virtual induced in-person activities. That indulged into creating both a digital-in 
person “unity” as well as “division” [6, 7]. This paper attempts to unearth the nature 
of such division that many countries across the globe experienced in responding to 
the restrictions imposed to contain the spread of COVID-19. 

The ways countries responded to the COVID-19 restrictions, and adopted a 
rather new lifestyle emanated from their respective social, economic, and governing 
systems. Often countries were severely hit by the tele-couple effect of the globally 
networked economic and logistic (supply-chain) system. Local conflicts and unrest 
with anger also have been observed due to hard lockdown as lower and middle-income 
people needed to go out to their formal and informal occupations e.g., desk job, retail 
sales in the open market, street vending, begging, domestic house services, etc. to 
earn money for (daily) living. Global south nations with high population and building 
density had challenges to main physical distancing, access to shared basic services 
e.g., water and infrastructure, limited urban public spaces, and lacked public trans-
port services that barely complied with the COVID protocols [8, 9] . People living 
in the shantytowns e.g., slum and squatter settlements needed to choose between 
(1) hunger and death without food while fighting against the COVID-19, and (2) 
risking themselves to continue to work where maintaining the COVID protocols is 
nothing but a luxury. The latter was the predominant scenario of the people within 
the low income bracket across the global south nations. On such a thrive for survival, 
“during-” and “post-” COVID urban transformation in the global south countries
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arguably remained unchanged. In this prelude, this study aims to unearth such “dif-
ferential” dynamics of urban transformation that countries in the global north and 
south have witnessed during as well as the post-pandemic era. 

During Covid-19, private space became scarcer in the home environment, and hard 
lockdowns also restricted citizens’ access to urban greens including public parks, 
playgrounds and other open spaces. This has been evidently reflected in studies, for 
instances, high covid risk in less nature-accessible neighborhoods [10], green space 
use diversity associated with COVID restriction [11], spatial association of urban 
green space-related to COVID [12], spatial causality of urban sociodemographic 
factors on COVID incidence [13]. Therefore, recommendations were pouring in 
for the cities to take rightful measures to make them resilient based on the lessons 
learned from the pandemic [3], and that might equally contribute to mainstreaming 
sustainability transformation. However, such evidence based recommendations and 
scholarships were overly based on the experiences that the rich and middle-income 
counties experienced. They don’t necessarily reflect the status quo that most of the 
global south nations went through. In this backdrop, this study took an attempt to 
unearth the differential experience that countries in the global north went through 
during the pandemic, what that means for the post-pandemic urban transformation, 
and how different they are from the rest of the world. A total count of such rather 
contrast scenarios is critical to define the planning and what that means for the future 
transformation of the global north and global south nations. 

2 A Contextual yet Differentiated Dynamics of Urban 
Spatial Transformation 

The urban transformation has been largely differentiated across the contexts of the 
global cities. Below we attempt to shed light on the variability of the response to the 
use, plan and development of urban spaces. 

2.1 Public Spaces 

Amid the COVID crisis, the question of “who has the right to the city” emerged 
as a crucial factor in regulating urban public space. Global north cities globally 
approached their spaces through the lens of values, culture, and growth within a gover-
nance perspective. In contrast, the concept of “the right to the city” in global south 
nations often reflects challenges stemming from inadequate governance practices 
[14]. 

Cities in global south economies have sought innovative uses for public spaces, 
such as repurposing school playgrounds for daily marketplaces. However, this adapta-
tion has introduced new challenges, including issues of solid waste management and
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administrative complexities [15]. In advance economies, global cities swiftly imple-
mented changes like creating bicycle lanes along major urban highways overnight, 
demonstrating a level of agility that was previously deemed unthinkable or complex 
before the COVID era. 

2.2 Public Transit 

The appeal of public transit services has waned due to concerns about close contact, 
leading to reduced demand for mobility. Accessibility equity in public transit services 
has become a prominent topic, with studies noting a surge in individual car-based 
mobility. In global-south countries, the already low quality of public transit or 
informal mobility options became costlier. To address the shift in behavior, transit 
authorities need to rethink and offer more attractive options compared to individual 
mobility, integrating multi-modal and shared services. 

Cities in the global-north countries, the pandemic prompted urban planners to 
address unforeseen challenges, adapting to shifts in spatial dynamics and energy 
consumption as residential areas gained prominence over office districts. The stress of 
urban densification emerged with a surge in housing demand in urban fringe or coun-
tryside areas in the new normal [16]. Planners in those countries could leverage the 
benefits of new digital datasets gathered during the pandemic to inform public policy. 
Accessibility and utilization of these datasets were key considerations. Conversely, 
cities in global-south nations faced limitations. Spatial and energy shifts were less 
manageable due to resource constraints. The challenges of urban sprawl and increased 
housing demand were exacerbated, often surpassing the capacity for effective plan-
ning. Access to and utilization of digital datasets were hindered by issues of infras-
tructure, technology, and governance, limiting their potential for informing public 
policy. Managing service infrastructure, especially in the realms of digital and local 
supply services, presented formidable challenges, surpassing routine maintenance 
capacities in cities with constrained resources [17]. 

2.3 Building Space 

The real estate market has suffered with rapid uncertainty due to shifts in the demand 
factors, new working culture, more quality housing, and locational restrictions. The 
dynamics of real estate markets show that real estate in urban fringes, newly global 
north residential areas and the rural areas has increased and the real estate character-
istics have changed to overcome the risks of pandemics [16]. The real estate sector 
urged an urgent need for the transformation of offices in big cities to more especially 
appropriate/other uses and radical changes in the use of office spaces. An increase in 
demand for smaller office buildings and home-office spaces instead of building large 
towers, headquarters and regional directorate buildings has been observed [18]. As
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these transformative ideas shape the real estate market, global-south nations faced 
significant challenges in providing spaces that align with COVID restrictions in both 
residential and commercial structures [18]. In multi-storied apartment buildings, 
adhering to recommended distances became a luxury due to the inherently small 
spaces, making it difficult to ensure sanitized and safe interactions in common facili-
ties like elevators, parking lots, and stairs. The same difficulties extended to commer-
cial buildings. Figure 1 illustrates the combination of high building and population 
density, highlighting the immense challenges in maintaining COVID protocols for a 
safer environment.

2.4 E-commerce and Logistics 

E-commerce and the logistics system flourished globally, with local e-commerce 
businesses emerging as a response to both demand and the search for new income 
opportunities following job losses due to COVID restrictions. Digital literacy played a 
crucial role in adapting to new forms of business, although the demographic structure 
of countries or cities became a determining factor. 

With the current effects of the global pandemic COVID-19, urban spaces are expe-
riencing a rapid transformation besides the “private”, and “community” spaces. Such 
a dynamic could be interpreted as an immediate response to the unprecedented situa-
tion while others could be understood as an indicative pathway where the urban space 
could transform into the future [1, 26–29]. To put this into context, a home-based 
office as a private space is seen to become a salient feature in the global pandemic. 
This has turned the home into a mixed-use “semi-private” space with homeschooling 
provisions for the kids [2]. This has been a manifestation of the rapid transformational 
use of space, aided by smart technologies and ICT infrastructure. Such a transforma-
tional response could be understood as an “immediate resilience” to respond as well as 
“adapt” to the ongoing pandemic. In fact, the new home-based “semi-public” spaces 
(balconies, back and front yards) have to be used for daily amenities and commu-
nity interaction between the immediate neighbors [15, 30]. Yet, these attributes are 
not consistently present in high-density apartment buildings. Moreover, it becomes 
extremely challenging to avoid physical interaction and maintain the required phys-
ical distance in public spaces, such as neighborhood parks, within a high-density 
built environment. On a broader scale, urban public spaces, especially regional parks, 
recreation facilities, and playgrounds, face an intense challenge. The foundational 
assumptions of (i) enhanced physical cohesion and (ii) increased interaction confront 
significant hurdles, given that COVID-19 necessitates greater physical distancing, 
moving from merely distancing to a complete absence of any physical interaction. 
This profound shift puts the objective of cohesive and highly interactive utilization 
of urban spaces in a state of severe challenge. Particularly challenging is the fact 
that while conventional wisdom on resilient and inclusive communities advocates 
for dense and highly interactive mixed-use development, the present circumstances 
of COVID-19 demand somewhat the opposite [15, 31].
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Fig. 1 Desert urban space around the world that reported in electronic media; Photo Source Brazil 
[19], Australia [20], Bangladesh [21], Germany [22], China [23], Turkey [24], India [25], USA [24]
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However, in global south countries, the real estate market and e-commerce sector 
faced distinct challenges. The transformation of urban spaces, especially in terms of 
home-based offices, was hindered by constraints in infrastructure, technology, and 
societal factors. The adoption of smart technologies and ICT infrastructure for rapid 
spatial transformation was less prevalent due to limitations in resources. High-density 
apartment buildings lacked the features conducive to the new normal, such as home-
based semi-public spaces, hindering daily amenities and community interactions 
among neighbors. Physical distancing requirements in public spaces, particularly in 
densely built environments, presented challenges for cohesive and interactive urban 
usage, contrary to the consensual knowledge of resilient and inclusive communities 
advocating for dense and interactive mixed-use development. For instance, Fig. 1 
shows the density and type of residential buildings alongside the commercial spaces 
which literally make them inseparable from each other. Although the number of traffic 
looked to be relatively lower on the major thoroughfare, the congestion of people 
and traffic almost remained the same on the local road connecting high density to 
the office and residential buildings. 

3 Critical Link of Pandemic and Planning, Development 
and Management of Urban Space 

The current pandemic once again critically questions the fundamental principles and 
approaches to planning, development and management of urban spaces. Major trends 
and practices, such as sustainability and resilience cannot be mastered with current 
methods for planning and management [32]. As global climate change continues 
to exert a profound transformative influence, the advent of COVID-19 has intro-
duced challenges in the management of urban spaces. Consequently, there has never 
been a more crucial time to contemplate potential pathways requiring a nuanced 
shift in contemporary planning and design principles for urban spaces. Key aspects 
such as land use regulations, inclusive community planning and amenities, provi-
sions for basic infrastructure, and the integration of smart technologies for digital 
socialization and daily activities should be meticulously re-evaluated through the 
lens of “resilience” in anticipation of a future characterized by a “new normal” 
[15]. These re-evaluative practices should incorporate “innovative approaches and 
solutions,” signaling a transition from traditional to a current “more holistic, health-
centered approach” in city planning and design, geared towards future sustainability 
considerations [33]. 

An integrated digital and HeWe (Health and Welbeing) infrastructure could be 
a successful path towards a resilient city. Even in order to reshape closed and open 
space in urban areas, the pandemic has revived the health- and wellbeing-related 
benefits of the open space [34]. Inadequate, densified, uneven accessibility in cities of 
many global-south countries like Dhaka, Lagos, Mumbai, Ankara etc. shows multiple 
spatial challenges in re-designing open spaces whereas adequate open space areas in
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global north countries shows innovative ideas and practices like 15 m city planning, 
corridor planning, sustainable urbanism. To establish enduring design solutions, it 
is imperative to augment the quantity of open spaces, green infrastructures, and 
climate-resilient structures, thereby fortifying the health and well-being infrastruc-
ture, including hygiene and sanitation, within built environments [3, 33]. Conse-
quently, post-COVID-19, there has been a heightened demand for open and green 
spaces in densely populated cities worldwide, compelling a variety of transformations 
in open space planning to foster resilience. The call for pandemic-resilient spatial 
planning underscores a critical necessity to address future crises, encompassing both 
densely populated global-south and global-north nations. 

Concerning enclosed spaces, the advent of COVID-19 has reshaped how indi-
viduals inhabit both residential and commercial real estate, prompting a shift in the 
design and redesign of buildings to incorporate health, safety, and resilience prin-
ciples [34]. This evolving demand for enclosed spaces in global north countries 
introduces novel challenges, necessitating adherence to new building principles and 
design considerations. Apartments with limited square footage face heightened chal-
lenges, particularly in terms of insufficient or absent external visual contact. More-
over, non-residential buildings are required to adhere to new guidelines that priori-
tize public health considerations. The transformation of office spaces in major urban 
centers reflects substantial changes in their utilization, favoring the optimization of 
existing small office spaces over larger ones. 

In the context of global south countries such as Bangladesh, India, Cambodia, 
the Philippines, and others, the evolving demand for enclosed spaces post-COVID-
19 poses unique challenges primarily due to financial constraints and the prevailing 
high-density built environment. 

3.1 Financial Incapability 

3.1.1 Limited Resources 

Many global south countries face economic challenges that limit their resources for 
implementing comprehensive changes to building designs, hindering the incorpora-
tion of advanced technologies or resilient building materials. 

3.1.2 Affordability of Modifications 

Retrofitting existing structures to meet new health and safety standards can be finan-
cially burdensome for residents and businesses, especially in densely populated urban 
areas.
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3.2 High Density Built Environment 

3.2.1 Space Constraints 

Densely populated urban areas lack spacious land for new constructions, compli-
cating efforts to introduce social distancing measures, ventilation improvements, or 
create additional open spaces. 

3.2.2 Limited Open Spaces 

Scarcity of open spaces in densely populated regions restricts possibilities for 
creating open-air alternatives, exacerbating challenges associated with designing 
spaces adhering to COVID-19 protocols. 

3.3 Informal Settlements 

3.3.1 Unregulated Structures 

Many global south countries have significant informal settlements characterized 
by unregulated and makeshift structures, making compliance with new building 
principles complex due to informality and lack of oversight. 

3.3.2 Community Challenges 

Informal settlements are tightly knit communities where social distancing is inher-
ently difficult, requiring tailored solutions considering unique social and economic. 

3.4 Public Health Awareness and Education 

3.4.1 Limited Awareness 

Lack of awareness necessitates not only infrastructural changes but extensive public 
health education to ensure effective compliance.
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3.5 Government Intervention 

3.5.1 Policy Implementation 

Implementing new building principles relies heavily on the commitment and capa-
bility of governments to enforce and regulate changes, posing challenges in global 
south countries with less robust regulatory frameworks. 

Addressing these challenges requires a multi-faceted approach involving archi-
tectural and infrastructural considerations, considering the socio-economic realities 
of these regions. Innovative, cost-effective solutions balancing health and safety 
requirements with financial and technical capacities are essential which most of the 
global south nations are missing. 

4 A Modelling Approach to Synthesize the Diversity 
in Spatial Transformation 

Amidst the challenges posed by the COVID-19 pandemic, innovative modelling 
approaches have emerged as a useful tool for understanding the impact of current 
and proposed adaptations on urban spaces. In particular, the stochastic models can 
be leveraged to analyze changes in citizens’ mobility patterns and predict how they 
may evolve over time [5]. Additionally, the increasing adoption of open data policies 
provide an opportunity to test and explore new modelling approaches that can help 
inform effective urban responses to the pandemic context. By utilizing these innova-
tive tools and taking advantage of open data, it is possible to gain valuable insights for 
perceiving the changing needs of our urban spaces and develop responsive strategies 
that prioritize the health and well-being of our communities. 

As COVID-19 has impacted cities in different ways, it is crucial to study these 
variances and extract valuable lessons that can inform global urban responses to 
the pandemic. However, data availability differs across socio-political contexts of 
the global south and global nortj countries, which is an important consideration 
for using modelling to understand and inform urban responses [35]. To gain a better 
understanding of the impacts on urban spaces, the studies should consider case studies 
across the spectrum of the global south and global north economies. These cities can 
provide insights into how to use urban spaces effectively during and beyond the 
pandemic. It is critical to understand the relationship between COVID-19 response 
measures, such as physical distancing, and the impact on urban spaces. As such, one 
must ask a number of research questions, including: (1) How can stochastic modelling 
be used to estimate the effects of COVID-19 responses on urban spaces? (2) Which 
open data sources can be utilized to develop models in different national contexts? 
(3) What physical characteristics of existing public spaces can be identified as safe 
and accessible through modelling? (4) How can modelling results be made accessible 
to urban communities and policymakers? (5) To what extent do modelling results
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inform contemporary planning and design principles for cohesive and adaptive urban 
spaces? Answering these questions can offer valuable insights and develop effective 
strategies to address the challenges posed by the pandemic on the built environment. 

The transformation of urban spaces in response to the COVID-19 pandemic has 
highlighted the need for innovative approaches to understanding the potential effects 
of physical distancing regulations on public space usage [36]. Stochastic modelling 
is one such approach that can be utilized to simulate crowd movement and analyze 
the impact of regulations on urban space context. Some specific examples are: (1) 
Conducting stochastic analysis by generating scenarios and simulating crowd move-
ment in urban spaces using mobility data. (2) Using big data analytics from open 
sources to triangulate secondary data on urban spaces such as the average volume 
of people and daily mobility patterns. (3) Integrating geospatial indicators from 
open-source geodata services to capture the spatial dimensions of urban spaces. (4) 
Performing a multi-criteria analysis that incorporates both qualitative and quantita-
tive indicators to assess the quality of public spaces in terms of usability and safety. 
This analysis should involve diverse stakeholder’s opinions from local professionals, 
municipal officials, and planning experts. (5) Utilizing a geographically weighted 
regression model to analyze the spatial variability in regression modelling that is 
sensitive to spatial causality. 

The open-sourced big data is adopting to develop such multi-criteria analysis, 
stochastic dynamic model, and scenarios. The global north multi-criteria anal-
ysis considers open-source information, key variables, consequences, and perspec-
tives to aid in defining the primal stochastic model. The stochastic model uses a 
scenario-based approach to account for the uncertainty of variables, such as physical 
distancing and crowd volume restrictions, as modelling parameters. Based on the 
primal stochastic dynamic model, the proposed adaptive stochastic dynamic model 
is synthesized, which fine-tunes itself by automatically updating its parameters with 
respect to open-sourced data [37]. The adaptive stochastic model updates the statis-
tical characteristics of generated scenarios based on secondary data, making it adapt-
able to dynamic changes in urban spaces. This model addresses the challenges of 
uncertainty and adaptability in modelling the future waves of COVID-19. 

A conceptual framework has the potential to contribute to discussions on urban 
space development dynamics in relation to COVID-19 and other pandemics. It is 
not only limited to the scientific domain but also applicable to practical applications 
and exploring challenges for broader social benefit through innovation in planning 
and design principles. Further tasks include identifying relevant strategic guidelines 
for new urban planning processes, creating a replicable model adaptive to other 
communities and governance, making an assessment toolkit available to build a 
long-term vision of smart urbanism, providing reliable information for evaluating 
decision-making processes, and comparing the adaptation potential of innovation in 
urban open data for broader social benefit.



The Variability of Dynamics in Urban Spatial Transformation During … 79

5 Conclusions 

This chapter delves into the intricate transformation dynamics of urban spaces in 
response to the COVID-19 restrictions, emphasizing adaptability and cohesiveness 
across the diverse landscapes of global south and developed nations. A conceptual 
landscape is attempted to portray integrating a stochastic dynamic decision model, 
providing insights into how COVID responses reshape the utilization of urban spaces. 

In the context of global south nations, the ability to implement comprehensive 
changes is often hindered by financial constraints. The critical challenge involves 
striking a balance between affordability and effective transformation. Densely popu-
lated areas, common in global south nations, face challenges in creating open spaces 
due to space limitations, exacerbating difficulties in adhering to social distancing 
measures. Additionally, informal settlements present unique challenges, demanding 
tailored solutions that consider the specific socio-economic dynamics. 

Conversely, global north nations possess greater financial capacities to implement 
advanced technologies and resilient materials. However, challenges persist in reor-
ganizing existing structures to align with new health standards. The shift towards 
smaller office spaces and home-based work poses challenges in maintaining the 
collaborative and interactive nature of urban spaces. 

A way forward involves a context-sensitive modeling approach that generates 
scenarios to inform planners and civic societies. The proposed stochastic dynamic 
decision model provides a foundation for anticipating potential effects, guiding the 
(re-)organization and (re-)design of urban spaces. This framework, adaptable to the 
varied landscapes of global south and global north nations, aims to foster resilient, 
inclusive, and responsive urban environments for future pandemics. How can global 
south nations overcome financial constraints to implement the proposed stochastic 
dynamic decision model for (re-)organizing and (re-)designing urban spaces in 
response to future pandemics? A deeper cooperation is needed between the global 
south and global north countries on matters of data sharing and technologies to main-
tain cross borders safety and maintain coherent transformation across the borders. 
While virtual jobs and services are at an extreme peak, inter country cooperation is 
extremely critical to create the right opportunities for transforming urban spaces and 
evolving employment opportunities. 
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Sustainable Urban Transformation 
as an Approach to Solving 
the Paradoxical Challenges 
of Contemporary Cities 

Wail Ismail Bakhit 

Abstract Cities throughouthistoryhavefacedanddealtwithamyriadofurban
challenges,yettheoneswearewitnessingnowseemmultifacetedandparadoxical,
withcontradictorydriversanddivergenttargets.Attheforefrontofthesecontem-
porarychallengesisthebattleforsustainability,butitexistswithinacomplexweb
ofendogenousandexogenousfactors.Thisintroductoryarticlecritiquesourunder-
standingofthenatureofthesechallengesbyintroducingtheParadoxicalChallenges
Model(PCM)thatdepictswhatcontemporarycitiesreallyface;amodelbywhich
sustainabilityisframed,andwithinwhichitispositioned.Thearticlestressesthat
theonlyviablemethod to resolve thecontradictory factorsof thismodel and to
successfullyaddresssustainabilityistoembarkonSustainableUrbanTransforma-
tion (SUT).Thearticle concludeswith theneed todevelopaSustainableUrban
TransformationFramework(SUTF)tobetterrespondtothevariablesandchanging
situationssurroundingPCMconstructionfordifferentcities.

Keywords Urbantransformation · Paradoxicalchallenges · Urbansustainability ·
Contemporarycities · Sustainabletransformation

1 Introduction 

We live, year over year, in aworld of dynamic changeswith increasing uncer-
tainty,risingcomplexity,andescalatingrisks;asituationinwhichcitiesareproneto
unprecedentedchallenges.Althoughcitiesthroughouthistoryhavefacedanddealt
with amyriad of urban challenges, the oneswe arewitnessing now seemmultifaceted
andparadoxical,withcontradictorydriversanddivergenttargets.Attheforefrontof
thesecontemporarychallengesisthebattleforsustainability.Whilethepathtowards
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sustainablecitiesmayappearclearandstraightforwardfromareductionistperspec-
tive,itischaracterizedneverthelessbycomplexramificationwithmanyentangled
endogenousandexogenousfactors.

The challenges of contemporary cities and the complexities of sustainability, along
withtheinherentrisks,havebeenincreasinglyraisedinrecentyears.Forinstance,
Husar et al. [1] refer to the spatial problems facing European cities and societies, from
climatecrisesandeconomicdevelopmentstosocio-politicalinstability,describing
themaswickedproblemstohighlightthecomplexityofissuesfacedinthefieldof
urbanplanning.WhereasBurchetal.[ 2]emphasizethebreadthandcomplexityof
sustainabilitythattranscendstheclimatedimensiontoamoreentangledgroupof
environmental,social,andeconomicgoals.

Moreover,Childers et al. [ 3] acknowledge thechallengesof citiesworldwide
that rangefromexplodingpopulationanddeteriorating infrastructure toenviron-
mentaldisruptionsandadvisethatthepressingneedsofthetwenty-firstcenturyare
tounderstandurbansustainabilityaswell as toenhancepolicymakers’ability to
achievesustainablemanagement.TheOrganizationforEconomicCo-operationand
Development(OECD)[ 4]alsohighlighttheincreasingdamagecausedbyseveral
major systemic risks around theworld in recent decades, due to significant changes in
thenatureofthoserisks,whicharealsoexpectedtoundergofurtherchanges.OECD
definessystemicrisksasthoseaffectingthesystemssuchashealth,environment,
transportandthelikeonwhichsocieties,andcitiesnecessarily,dependon.

Thisintroductoryarticlecritiquesourunderstandingofthenatureofthesechal-
lengessurroundingcontemporarycitiesandthecomplexitiesunderlyingtheongoing
endeavourstoachieveurbansustainability.Itattemptstoprovideanexplanationfor
whysustainabilitybecomessuchavexingissueandhowitcascadeswithsomany
otherchallengesinawaythatcomplicatesdecision-makingprocesses,bothlocally
andglobally.

Argumentsandconceptualideaspresentedinthisarticleconstituteanongoing
observationresultingfromawide-rangingpracticeacrossmanysectors,bringing
together urban planning and public policy domains fromcritical, holistic, and realistic
perspectives.Thus,thefollowingdiscoursewillbenefitfromotherevidence-based
researchandbestpracticesforfurtherdevelopment.

2 Contemporary Cities and the Paradoxical Challenges 

Intheirpursuittodevelop,prosperandstabilizeinaglobalizedworldandturbulent
times,citiesstrugglewithmanynegativehindrances.Fromtheonehand,theyare
confrontingescalatingenvironmentalandhealthissuesthatarecross-border,such
as theever-worseningclimatechange that resulted in severeweatherdisruptions
and led tovoluminous losses and costly damages.TheCovid-19 that has swept
theworldsince2020isyetanotherglobalcatastrophethatupendedourworldand
threatenedourcurrentlifestylepractices!Atthesametime,citiesarefacinglocal
urbanproblemsthataredeeplyrootedintheirgrowthandurbanizationprocesses
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suchasurbansprawl,trafficcongestion,airpollution,socialinequality,andurban
poverty.

Fromtheotherhand,citiesarerequiredtoadoptandshowcommitmenttoglobal
agendasandconventionssuchasthe2030AgendaforSustainableDevelopment,
ParisAgreement,andtheNewUrbanAgenda(NUA)thatseekalessruggedpath
towardspeaceandprosperityforpeopleandtheplanet.Moreover,manycitiesalso
findthemselvesexposedtovariousthreatsthattheyhavenocontrolover,suchas
beinginalandlockedcountrywhichmakesthemcutofffromworldmarketsespe-
ciallyforseabornetrade,orlackofdevelopablelandsorsustainablewatersources
thatmakedevelopmentplansmorechallenging.

Besidethesenegativehindrances,thecities’pursuitofdevelopmenthasacounter
sideofpositivemotives.Fromtheonehand,agrowingnumberofcountriesare
pursuingtheirpromisingnationalvisionsanddevelopmentplanstowardsapros-
perouseconomyandadecentqualityof life. Inaddition,citiescanbenefit from
globalinterconnectednessbyreapingthebenefitsofglobalizationandfreetradeto
strengthentheircountriesanduplift theireconomies.Fromtheotherhand,many
citieshavesomeeffortlesscharacteristicssuchastheiruniquelocationsthathelp
connectfarawayregionsorcontrolavitaltraderoute.

Theseendogenousandexogenousfactorsthatincludebothpositivemotivesand
negativehindrances,andvaryfrombeingcreatedtoimposed,representthecurrent
challengeofcontemporarycities.ThischallengecanbeexpressedthroughthePara-
doxicalChallengesModel(PCM),whichreflectsthemanyfacetsofthischallenge
inawaythatcomplicatesachievingthedesiredgoalbyaparticularcityorreaching
anagreed-uponroadmapamongtheglobalcommunity.Theinterconnectionamong
thesefactorshasareciprocalinfluenceinawaythataffectsthegoalthateachcity
aspires.Theparadoxicalnatureofthesechallengesappearsintheirinternalconflict
andmismatchinawaythatseemsirrationalbutcanprovetruewhenexaminedand
clarified.

Paradoxes are an inherent feature of urban life. Many authors have raised
the concept of ‘urbanparadoxes’,which points out that there are contradictions
surroundingmanyaspectsoftheurbanlife.CarlsenandLeknes[ 5]highlightthe
paradoxfoundinlargecities,especiallyindevelopedcountries,wherepeoplekeep
movingtothosecitiesdespitetheirlowscoreonindicesofhappinessorlifesatisfac-
tioncomparedtoothercitiesintheircountries.Tijanić [ 6]alsolinksurbancharac-
teristicstoapparentparadoxeswherethedeterminantsofbetterlifeincities,suchas
wealthandaccessibletransport,arecontrastedwithnegativefactors,suchasdissat-
isfactionandtrafficcongestion.Inhisargumentthaturbanizationisanenvironmen-
tallybeneficialtrend,Kelbaugh[ 7]supportstheideaoftheenvironmentalparadox
ofcities,whereurbanareasconsumealargenumberofresourcesandproducehuge
waste yet are greener than sprawling suburbs that consume and produce less resources
andwaste.Itisthereforequitereasonablethatthecontemporarychallengesfacing
citiestodaydisplaysimilarself-contradiction(Fig. 1).

TheParadoxicalChallengesModel iscomposedof threedichotomousdimen-
sions;endogenous—exogenous,positive—negative,andcreated—imposedfactors.
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Fig. 1 TheParadoxicalChallengesModelaffectingcontemporarycities

It assumes that each contemporary city is facing, in oneway or another, a complicated
challengethatconsistsof:

• Endogenousfactorsthatoriginatefromthecityitself,whichcanbepositivesuch
aspotentialsandambitions,ornegativesuchaschallengesandproblems.These
endogenousfactorsalsodifferfromfactorsthathavebeencreatedbythecity,
suchasambitionsandproblems,tothosethathavebeenimposedonthecity,such
aspotentialsandchallenges.
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• Exogenous factors that emerge from the outside,which can also be positive such as
benefitsandadvantagesornegativesuchashazardsandcommitments.Theyalso
varybetweenthosecreatedbytheglobalcommunitysuchascommitmentsand
advantagestothoseimposedbytheglobalcontext,suchasbenefitsandhazards.

Although not all cities are exposed to all these factorswith the samedegree
ofmagnitudeanddiversity,however,thereisnocitythatiscompletelydevoidof
theseendogenousandexogenousfactors.Acity’smodelofpossibleparadoxical
challenges that itmay face depends on its geographic, political, environmental, urban,
economic,andsocio-culturalcontexts.Akeycharacteristicofthemodel,ingeneral,
isitsinternalinconsistencythatbringsobviouscontradiction,andwhichrequires
eithersacrificingsomefactorsattheexpenseoftheothersorreachinganequilibrium
throughacompromiseapproachbetweenallfactors.

Obviousconflictcanbeseenbetweenanexogenousfactor(commitment),such
astheSDGs,andanendogenousfactor(ambition),suchasnationalvisionsofcoun-
tries.AlthoughChimhowuetal.[ 8]highlightedthatnationaldevelopmentplansare
witnessingaglobalresurgencesince2006,andthistrendisacceleratingfrom2015
duetotheneedtoadoptSDGs,neverthelessnationalvisionsoftentendtobenot
fullyalignedorinfullcompliancewiththeglobalagendas!Developingcountries,
forinstance,withemergingeconomiesthathavelargereservesofnaturalresources
(e.g.oil,gas,orcoal)arelikelytousethiswealthintheirpursuitofindustrialization
andmodernizationregardlessofwhatSDG13callsfor.The2021ProductionGap
ReportbyUNEPhasalarmedthatevenleadingdevelopedcountriesareplanningto
increasetheiroilandgasproductionoverthenexttwodecades[ 9].

Endogenous characteristics of cities that pose positive motives and negative
hindrancescanalsobeinrealconflict.Acityambitionorgoaltoincreaseitscurrent
population, in order to capitalize on large labourmarket for greater economic benefits,
cannegativelyimpactitsurbanmobilityorhousingaffordability.Andtheopposite
issimilarlytrue;anurbanproblemofacitysuchastrafficcongestioncanseverely
hinderitsgoalofbecomingalivablecitywithahigherqualityoflife.Thus,itlooks
likeanunbalancedequationwithparadoxicalvariables.Thissituationcomplicates
policydecisions,exacerbatesglobaldisputes,andmakestheultimateresultvaguer
orevenwithazero-sumoutput.Infact,thisisamultifacetedpuzzlethatportraitsa
wickedphenomenon.

Theperfect equilibriumof this (PCM) that brings benefits to both individual
citiesand theglobalcommunity, andputtingsustainabilityat the fore,wouldbe
throughmaximizingtheimpactofpositiveendogenousandexogenousfactorswhile
atthesametimecontrollingandminimizingthenegativeimpactofendogenousand
exogenousfactorsrespectively.Thisisanambitioustargetthatiseasytotheorize
anddifficult toachieveinpractice,whichagainhighlights thewickednessof the
challengeswearefacing.
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3 Why Is Achieving Sustainability So Complicated? 

Thedilemmaofachievingsustainabilityarises fromtheplacewhere ithasbeen
positionedintheparadoxicalsustainabilitymodel.Thiscanvaryfromconsidering
sustainabilityasanendogenousambition(positivefactor)todealingwithitasan
exogenouscommitment(negativefactor).Theglobalcommitmenttoimplementthe
2030AgendaforSustainableDevelopmentandits17SDGsisanindispensablestep
andaloftymissionindeed,neverthelesswhenthesegoalsareimposedfromoutside
partywithoutmuchrelevancetotheinternalsituation,theymaybelesswelcome.
Andiftheyrepresentachallengeagainsttheprioritiesofacountryorcitytheywill
definitelybepushedaside.Incontrary,whensustainabilityemergesasaninternal
ambitionorgoalembeddedinthevisionofacountyorcity,theattemptstoachieve
thisgoalwillbemoreseriousandthepathtowardsitwillgainmoremomentum.
ThismayexplainwhytheUnitedNationsandotherdevelopmentalagenciesusually
promotetheideaofembracingandintegratingSDGswithinnationalvisionsand
developmentplans.

Therearemanyissuesunderlyingthecomplexnatureofthepoliticalecosystemof
sustainability.First,weencounterthedichotomousnatureofplanningbetweenbeing
regardedas‘normative’,whichfocusesonwhatshouldbedonefromanidealistic
theoreticalapproachandbeingconsideredas‘descriptive’or‘explanatory’,which
emphasizeswhatisbeingdoneongroundfromarealisticpracticalview[ 10, 11].
Derivedfromandinfluencedbythisdichotomy,sustainabilityisapproachedinmost
currentendeavorsfromanidealisticnon-practicalperspectivewhichlookstowhat
oughttobe;ignoringavarietyofon-groundrealitiesthatshouldbeconsideredto
makethetransitionviable.Anultimateproofofthisistherealizationthat105ofthe
169 SDGs targets cannot be achievedwithout adequate engagement and coordination
with regional and local governments [ 12], thosewhobetter knowparticulars on
ground.

Second,globalcooperationandcoordination,thoughhighlyneededandreflect
greatsolidarity,requiretheacknowledgment that theyexist inahighlycontested
arena.Actorsinthisarenataketheirdecisionsintuitivelybasedonthelikelyreaction
ofotherplayers,asituationthateconomistsandpoliticalscientistsprefertointer-
pretthroughgametheorystrategies.Whenachievingsustainability,atgloballevel,
requiresasetofcommitmentsthatcountriesandcitiesfeeluncomfortablewithsince
theywillgetahigherpayoffbynotcommitting;achoicethatprioritizesindividual
(country/city) rationalityovergroup (theglobal community) rationality [ 13], the
resultwillbenottocooperatedespitetheirpublicagreementandregardlessofthe
multipleroundsofthegame.Thus,alookatthecommitmentstoreducegreenhouse
gasemissions reveals thatdevelopingcountries, among theothers, cannot easily
abandondependenceonfossilfuelstomeettheirenergyneeds,especiallythosewith
largeoilreserves.Anothersideconcernstheglobalmonitoringeffortsofthegreen-
housegasemissions,whichreliessofaronnationalreportingbycountries.Under
thissituation,nocountrycanbechargedifitsemissionsexceedtheagreed-upon
commitmentwhileofficiallyreportingfullcompliance.
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Third,eachgovernmentisconfronted,whenestablishingitspolicyagendas,with
awiderangeofissuesthatneedtobetackledandsolved.Withintheconstraints
ofuncertaintyandboundedrationalitythatsurroundthepolicyenvironment,and
accordingtoJohnKingdon’smultiple-streamsframeworkforagendasetting[ 14],
afewoftheseissueswillhavetheattentionofpolicymakers,andveryfewmaybe
properlyaddressed.Withthisinmind,sustainabilitycanbeseenasonlyoneissue
competingwithmanyothers,andduetothemultiplegoalsforsustainabilityineach
agencywithinthesamegovernment,thedecisiontoprioritizesustainabilitypolicy
maywaneattheagendasettingstage.

4 Sustainable Urban Transformation 

Theworld has finally started to seriously consider sustainability as a real and pressing
target.Nevertheless,sustainabilityproblemsareconsideredwicked[ 15],andsodoes
urbansustainability[ 16].WickedproblemsasintroducedbyHorstRittelin1967,are
thosewithmanycharacteristicsamongthemarethelackofadefinitiveformulation,
thegood-or-badnatureofsolutionratherthantrue-or-false,andtheuniquenessof
everywickedproblem[ 17].Insuchproblems,traditional,linear,andsimpleways
ofthinkingandactingareinappropriate.

Asmorethan56%oftheworld’spopulationnowlivesincities,withacontinuous
concentration in urban centers and the rapid expansion ofmetropolitan areas, while at
the same time urban lands outpace population growth by asmuch as 50% [18], we can
claim thatmost cities have far been developed, in terms of urban lands consumed, and
wentbeyondtheirearlystageofgrowth.Thissituationclearlyhighlightstheissueof
‘transformation’ rather than ‘development’. Themain struggle of contemporary cities
istheissueofurbantransformationnoturbandevelopment;it’showtotransform
theirexistingurbanformsandpracticestodesirableones.It is, therefore,critical
torealize that“sustainableurbandevelopment isprimarilyaboutdevelopment in
urbanareaswhilesustainableurbantransformationisaboutdevelopmentorchange
ofurbanareas”[ 19].

Thisbringstheissueof‘urbantransformation’totheforeofthiscontemporary
urbanbattle.Thisarticlearguesthat,inthepursuitofthemostambitiousgoalweare
heading;thesustainability,confrontingtheparadoxicalchallengesandresolvingthe
wickedunbalancedequationthatcitiesarefacingnowadayscanonlybeachieved
throughembarkingonurban transformation.UNHabitat [ 20]warned thatmain-
taining the ‘business as usual’ approach that characterized thepre-pandemic era
willeventually lead toapessimisticscenarioand thatonlychangingcourse toa
sustainableonecanleadtoanoptimisticscenario.

Meretransformationhoweverisnottheultimategoal.Duetotheinherentchar-
acteristicsofthe‘wickedphenomenon’thatsurroundsthecitiesoftoday,aswell
astheglobalcampaigntofightclimatechangeandtopromotesustainablefuture,
it is highlyand indisputably required toadopt theconceptofSustainableUrban
Transformation(SUT).
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There is an increasing importanceandgrowingattention towards the issueof
‘sustainability’ aswell as the topic of ‘transformation’.Nevertheless, the linkbetween
thetwohasjustrecentlymade[ 21].Despitetheexistenceofageneralcommondefi-
nitionforboth‘sustainability’and‘sustainabledevelopment’,thereexistsnoclear
definitionofwhaturbantransformationis[ 21],whichhasresultedinacknowledged
confusionandloosenessaboutsustainableurbantransformation.Thisambiguitycan
betracedbacktodifferentapproachestotheuseofurbantransformation:

• First,theterm‘urbantransformation’hasbeenusedasasynonymtootherinter-
sectingtermssuchasurbandevelopment,urbanchange,andurbanconservation.
Thishasbeenchanginginplanningtheoryandplanningpracticethroughhistory
[22].

• Second, this termisalsobeingusedtoexplain theurbanizationphenomenon,
reflectingthemigrationofpeoplefromruraltourbanareasorthegeneralchange
inthebuiltenvironmentaswellasinurbancultures[ 21].

• Third,theimplementationgabbetweentheoryandpracticewhichhighlightsthe
discrepancybetweenconceptualpapersandempiricalcases[ 21].

UrbanTransformationhasemergedasaresponsetotherecognitionthataradical
andsystemicchangetowardssustainableandresilientcitiesisneeded[ 23].Complex
sustainabilitypressuresatbothlocalandgloballevels[ 15]aswellaspersistenturban
problems that resulted fromdemographic, environmental and economic changes
havederived thenecessity for acomprehensiveand fundamental transformation.
Theholistic approach to this transformation is called upondue to the failure of
sectoralapproachestothesesustainablechallenges,andthusurbantransformation
isintroducedasacross-sectoralandfar-reachingprocess[ 21].

AccordingtoMcCormicketal.[ 19],SustainableUrbanTransformation“refers
tostructuraltransformationprocesses—multi-dimensionalandradicalchange—that
caneffectivelydirect urbandevelopment towards ambitious sustainabilitygoals”
(p.1).TheyfurtherdefinedSUTaccordingtotwodimensions:driversofradical
change, such as governance and innovation, and multi-dimensional sustainable
urban structure, such as spatial environment and public space. Ernst et al. [ 16]
argue that achieving sustainable urban places is part of sustainable urban trans-
formation,“whichencompassesbothsustainableurbanstructuresandenvironments
and(radical)economic,social,cultural,organizational,governmentalandphysical
changeprocesses”(p.1).

Although the importanceofurban transformation started togrowsince2010,
currentdevelopmentprocessesincitiesarestillbehindadvancesinrelatedstudies
[21].This is supportedbyMcCormicketal. [ 19],whohighlighted thatgrowing
awarenessofclimatechangeaswellassustainabledevelopmenthavenotresulted
inpowerfulinitiativesthattransformurbandevelopmentintoasustainable,resilient,
and low-carbon track.Moreover, the current urban transformation discourse still does
notincludethecomplexchallengeshighlightedintherelevantpolicydebatesand
globalagendasofurbansustainability[ 15].
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5 ‘Transformation’ or ‘Transition’? 

Thereexistsaconsiderabledebateandapparentconfusionintheuseanddifferences
between‘transformation’and‘transition’.Althoughthesetwotermshavebeeninter-
changeablyusedmoreoftenthannot,somescholarscontendthat‘transformation’
ismoreencompassingconcept,wellconnectedwithsustainabledevelopmentand
indicatesboththeprocessandtheoutcome,whereas‘transition’remainstobethe
preferredterminsocio-technicalsystemstudiesandonlyindicatestheprocess[ 15].
Otherauthorsconsider‘transformation’asasubsetof‘transition’[ 24].Acursory
lookatlanguagedictionariescanhighlightthesubtledifferencesbetweenthesetwo
terms.TheCambridgeDictionarydefines‘transition’as“achangefromoneformor
typetoanother,ortheprocessbywhichthishappens”, 1 whiledefines‘transforma-
tion’as“acompletechangeintheappearanceorcharacterofsomethingorsomeone,
especiallysothatthatthingorpersonisimproved”. 2 Thiscangiveaglimpseinto
thedifferencebetweenthese twoterms. Itappears that the linguisticmeaningof
‘transformation’ismoreconcernedwiththecompleteandradicalchangewhichis
compatiblewiththeuseoftheterminologicalmeaningstatedabove.

6 A Step Forward: The Need for Sustainable Urban 
Transformation Framework 

Althoughwehavecometosuggestsofar, that theonlyviablewayforresolving
thecontradictoryvariablesoftheunbalancedequationexplainedthroughthePara-
doxicalChallengesModelandtoappropriatelyaddresssustainabilityistoembark
onSustainableUrbanTransformation, nevertheless, there is a need todevelop a
SustainableUrbanTransformationFramework(SUTF)toproceedonthatmakeover.

The importance of such a framework arises from several concerns. First, the
wickednessandfuzzynatureofthoseinterrelatedproblemsassociatedwithsustain-
abilityandurbantransformationnecessitatesthisframework.Themulti-dimensional
interconnectednessofthoseproblemsassumedbytheParadoxicalChallengesModel
makes the situation evenmore complicated to be tackledwithout a proper framework.
Second,theapparentlyunsuccessfulglobalandnationalendeavoursinmakingthe
neededtransformation,whichresultedfromtheirapproachtotheexistingcontextof
cities,requiresthisframework.Thoseagendasandplanssoundasifwearedealing
withsimpleproblemsofnewcitiesbeingestablishedonvacanttracts!Thereality
ishowevertotallydifferentandmorecomplex;wearedealingwithexistingcities
locatedwithinlimitedareaswithexcessivelyconsumedresourcesandfacingwicked
problems.Third,theuniquenessofthemodelforeachcityduetothechangingnature
oftheproblemsandhoweachcitydefinesacertainfactor(e.g.asanendogenous

1 https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/transition.
2 https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/transformation.

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/transition
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/transformation
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created problem or as an exogenous imposed hazard) also entails the establishment of
(SUTF).Asmentionedearlier,sustainabilitycanbevieweddifferentlybydifferent
cities,anddependingonwhereitisplacedinthe(PCM),thefeaturesofthemodel
anditsdesiredequilibriummayvaryaccordingly.

SustainableUrbanTransformation Framework (SUTF) should drawupon the
dynamicsandrealitiesofcontemporarycitiesandtheirevolvingchallengesassumed
bytheParadoxicalChallengesModel.Italsoneedstoconsidertheinter-disciplinary
approach through which sustainable urban transformation operates, recognizing
andacknowledgingtheroleofpublicpolicyinembodyingambitiousvisionsand
goals,andovercominggapsandshortageincurrentattempts.Thedesired(SUTF)
isexpected,therefore,tohelpcitiesbalancetheirparadoxicalchallengeswithinan
ever-contestedworldinawaythatmakesallparties,includingourplanet,betteroff.

7 Conclusion 

Thisintroductoryarticletriedtounderstandthenatureofthechallengesthatface
contemporary cities and the complexities underlying the ongoing endeavours to
achieveurbansustainability.Themodernerabringsacomplexwebofchallenges
characterizedbyentangledendogenousandexogenousfactors thatappearmulti-
facetedandevenparadoxical.Thissituationcomplicatesdecision-makingprocesses
atthelocalandgloballevelsintermsofachievingthedesiredgoalbyaparticular
cityorreachinganagreed-uponsustainabilityroadmapamongtheglobalcommu-
nity.Thearticle, therefore, introduced theParadoxicalChallengesModel (PCM)
thatdepictswhatcontemporarycitiesreallyface;amodelbywhichsustainabilityis
framed, andwithinwhich it is positioned. Based on the understanding provided by the
PCM,thearticleadvisedtheneedtoembarkonSustainableUrbanTransformation
(SUT)astheonlyviablewaytoachieveadualoutcome:resolvingthecontradictory
variablesofthePCMandappropriatelyaddressingtheglobalsustainabilityagenda.
Giventhewickednessofthechallenges,unsuccessfulapproachtotransformation,
andtheuniquenessofthemodelforeachcity,thearticleconcludeswiththeneed
todevelopaSustainableUrbanTransformationFramework(SUTF)thatshouldtake
intoaccountthemanyaspectssurroundingcitiesandtheirchangingenvironment.
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Reimagining Travellers’ Airport 
Experience: Innovative Approaches 
for a Post-COVID-19 Pandemic Future 

Johannes Bhanye , Mareli Hugo , Abraham Matamanda , 
and Kgosi Mocwagae 

Abstract As the aviation industry recovers from the COVID-19 pandemic, the 
ability of African airports to adapt and innovate has become even more critical. This 
chapter presents the travellers’ airport experiences in the post-COVID-19 pandemic 
period. It also presents practical solutions to improve passengers’ airport experiences 
in the post-COVID-19 pandemic period. Data for the study was collected through 
desktop research and rapid airport ethnography by observing and interviewing trav-
ellers at Bram Fischer International Airport (South Africa), Robert Gabriel Mugabe 
International Airport (Zimbabwe), and Oliver Tambo International Airport (South 
Africa) from check-in, departure concourse, security checks and boarding. Our find-
ings reveal that travellers’ airport experiences in the post-COVID-19 pandemic period 
were mixed but largely negative, with reports of high uncertainty among travellers, 
concerns about COVID-19 infections, flight delays and cancellations, stressful expe-
riences, luggage loss, and bad treatment by airport personnel. We conclude that 
accelerated recovery of the air transport sector across the African continent is vital in 
the post-COVID-19 pandemic period. Although African airports have been striving 
for improved passenger volumes and expanding their capacities, the concept of 
analysing and improving passenger experience is yet to be widely improved among 
African airports. Given that the passenger is central to the success of any airport, 
enhancing passenger experience should be at the heart of airport improvement initia-
tives in Africa. Governments should step up efforts to provide financial and regulatory 
support for the industry. Airports should also strive to enable seamless travel experi-
ences where digitalisation, sustainability, and newer technologies can help ease the 
passenger journey.
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1 Introduction 

The recent health emergency caused by the COVID-19 pandemic forced people 
to change their mobility habits, with the reduction of non-essential travel and the 
promotion of online activities. During the first phase of the emergency in 2020, 
governments considered several mobility restrictions to avoid pandemic diffusion 
[1–3]. The goal behind mobility restrictions was to slow down the spread of the virus 
[4]. However, it also led to the stand still of transportation industries [5]. Air transport 
was most affected by these restrictions, with scholars claiming that COVID-19 was 
the greatest crisis ever experienced by the global aviation industry. With international 
travel bans in place, lockdowns and travel restrictions, the aviation travel demand 
decreased significantly [6]. This led to many airlines cancelling flights and ultimately 
seizing operations. With no flow of income, many airlines laid off staff to cut expenses 
[7]. However, following more than two years since the World Health Organization 
(WHO) declared the COVID-19 outbreak a global pandemic, a certain “normality” 
has started to emerge. The momentum created by the reopening had a positive and 
immediate impact on global air travel demand recovery. While many indicators point 
toward recovery, the aviation industry also faces significant headwinds [8]. 

There is a growing number of publications on the aviation industry and the 
COVID-19 pandemic, primarily focusing on the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic 
on the aviation industry. Studies pointed out the heavy toll on global aviation, which 
resulted in rating downgrades, liquidation and bankruptcy of several airlines and 
airports due to severe cash burn instigated by travel restrictions [2, 9]. Other studies 
focused on job losses in aviation and related industries [7], while some studies focused 
on the fall in GDP supported by aviation in the region, with International Air Trans-
port Association (IATA) previously estimating a US$28 billion decline in GDP [10]. 
However, there is a paucity of research on the aviation industry during the post-
COVID-19 pandemic era. As the world is recovering, airports are under increased 
pressure to cut costs and claw back revenue. Still, they also have the challenging task 
of restoring passengers’ confidence in air travel, getting them back to the Airport and 
encouraging them to spend. Critical questions in the post-COVID-19 pandemic are: 
How can airlines and airports turn air travel back into an experience for passengers 
instead of a dull necessity? How can the efficiency of airports be improved? 

Airports have become complex systems in modern society. This complexity arises 
from the various components of the Airport, all of which have different requirements. 
Components include various systems, procedures, stakeholders and artefacts neces-
sary for the operation of an airport [11]. Stakeholders include the parties interested in 
the running of the Airport, such as private interests (the airport owner, shareholders, 
the airlines), government bodies (customs and security); travellers (passengers and 
visitors); and agencies (such as the International Air Transport Association [IATA]
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and various government agencies at different levels) [11]. As travellers’ demands 
continue to change, airports are no longer travel infrastructure only but an experi-
ence hub for passengers. They act as a gateway that connects passengers for social 
interactions, business opportunities, and leisure. Hence, it is critical for airports to 
make their passengers feel safe, engage them, and improve the ‘passenger experi-
ence.’ However, as passenger numbers increase, so too do the challenges faced by 
airports. IATA [12], for example, projected the global passenger traffic to double 
by 2037. Accommodating this fascinating growth is a significant challenge for the 
air transport industry and governments. It will require new standards, harmonised 
regulations and adequate infrastructure [12]. 

This chapter looks at the airport travellers’ experience in the post-COVID-19 
pandemic era, with a specific focus on Bram Fischer International Airport (South 
Africa), Robert Gabriel Mugabe International Airport (Harare), and Oliver Tambo 
International Airport (South Africa). As the world is emerging from the COVID-19 
pandemic, the aviation industry faces new challenges. How we travel has changed, 
and airports must adapt to ensure the safety of passengers and staff. However, the 
pandemic also presented an opportunity to reimagine airport travel and create a more 
efficient and enjoyable experience for travellers. While there is some research on the 
impact of the pandemic on the airline industry and airport operations, there is limited 
research on how it has affected travellers’ experiences and what can be done to address 
the challenges they face. This chapter aims to fill this gap by providing insights 
into the post-pandemic travellers’ experiences and identifying practical solutions for 
improving their experiences at airports. 

2 Airport Travellers’ Experiences 

The sequential nature of the passenger process has remained unchanged since the 
1990s [13]. This sequential nature can be seen in Fig. 1, showing the 14-step journey 
established by the International Air Travel Association (IATA). Passengers usually 
arrive between 1 and 2 h before the departure of the actual flight, in order to prepare 
for the flight. Preparing for a flight includes ticket issuance, check-in, document and 
ticket checks, a separate station for authentication checks, baggage check-in and 
drop-off, and exit control. After all these steps, the passenger is still not on the plane. 
Security checks are done before boarding the plane, and passengers may have to wait 
a while to board. Upon arriving at their destination, entry control takes place, after 
which passengers can collect their baggage before heading to customs. All these 
steps add to the overall travel time and can confuse uninformed travellers.

Airports have many types of travellers: airlines, retailers, service providers, and, 
of course, passengers. To have the most significant impact on all the Airport’s trav-
ellers, the passenger should be the starting point for innovation [14]. But, airports 
pose unique traveller experience challenges. First, their sophisticated, multilayered 
operations resemble miniature cities [15]. Second, a traveller’s total experience is 
the product of many different airport stakeholders—security, baggage handling, and
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Fig. 1 The passenger journey defined. Source Adapted from the International Air Transport 
Association [13]

airlines included—necessitating a community approach dedicated to delivering a 
delightful, seamless passenger experience [16–18]. Airports also cater to diverse 
passengers with different profiles, trip purposes and expectations of what constitutes 
a stellar experience [16]. Flexibility and adaptability must become a strategic part 
of any successful passenger experience [19]. Finally, the airport traveller experience 
embodies how travellers perceive their interactions with an airport. These interac-
tions can be delivered in person, online or via other channels many days before and/ 
or after an actual travel event. These diverse and sporadic experiences add to critical 
moments of truth that create the overall traveller experience [18, 19]. 

It is becoming increasingly essential to ensure passengers enjoy a smooth, trouble 
and stress-free journey, not only within the Airport and during the flight but from the 
moment they make their booking [17, 20]. Passengers want to feel relaxed and confi-
dent and enjoy the travel experience, whether travelling for business or pleasure [16, 
20]. A satisfied passenger is vital if an airport wishes its revenues to increase, traffic
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to grow, and reputation for remaining esteemed. This is achieved by providing trav-
ellers with a high-quality passenger experience. ‘Seamless travel’ is frequently used 
to describe the optimum passenger experience, meaning a traveller can complete the 
entire airport journey without experiencing delays, disruption, or confusion [21, 22]. 
Self-service technology, predictive analysis, artificial intelligence, real-time infor-
mation, and data-sharing are some of the digital concepts airports worldwide are 
now going for in an attempt to achieve a seamless passenger experience [21, 23]. 

With demand rising and expectations high, airports and airlines are striving to 
find new ways to keep passengers happy and operations as efficient as possible 
[20]. Competition is high within the transport sector, and the importance of trav-
eller satisfaction cannot be overlooked. Improving the airport experience for passen-
gers can significantly affect the value of the airport services and its reputation 
[16, 22]. Increased passenger satisfaction can also translate into opportunities for 
airports to increase revenue, both aeronautical and non-aeronautical. Studies show 
that measuring passenger experience is a provable way to increase revenue and grow 
their airport business. In fact, according to AICE research, every 1% increase in the 
global passenger satisfaction mean generates an additional 1.5% in non-aeronautical 
revenue [24]. Leading airports are now creating Traveller Experience departments 
dedicated to ensuring that every action the Airport takes has the traveller’s best 
interest in mind [17, 24]. Modern airports interested in improving the traveller expe-
rience need to understand the traveller’s perspective on the needs and wants of the 
people passing through the terminals and gates. 

With the shocks of the COVID-19 pandemic, the expectations of travellers and, by 
extension, aviation passengers have changed dramatically [25]. Airports and airlines 
no longer get credit for delivering on the basics,they must exceed expectations 
through innovative, useful, and usable traveller-centric solutions [25, 21]. Airports 
increasingly compete with each other and alternative transport modes for passen-
gers,therefore, understanding airport traveller experience in the post-COVID-19 
period is essential right now. 

3 Methodology: Rapid Airport Ethnography 

After entering the post-COVID-19 pandemic period and passing through many 
airports, a question came to our minds, having witnessed the increased volumes 
of people, to understand the experiences of travellers at airports in the post-
COVID-19 pandemic period through ethnographic lenses. Airports are somewhat 
complex and new places of study. However, researchers are increasingly adopting 
diverse approaches to studying airport travellers’ experiences, including surveys, case 
studies, and experimental, qualitative, and ethnographic approaches. Bogicevic et al. 
[26] did a quantitative study on the impact of traveller-focused airport technology on 
traveller satisfaction. The study revealed a positive relationship between airport self-
service technologies and travellers’ confidence benefits and enjoyment, positively 
affecting overall traveller satisfaction. Munoz et al. [27] also adopted a quantitative
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approach for a study modelling air travellers’ experience based on service quality 
stages related to airlines and airports. Guerreiro et al. [28] adopted focus group discus-
sions to study airport accessibility and navigation assistance for people with visual 
impairments. Mithilesh Kumar [29] adopted a case study on Indira Gandhi Interna-
tional Airport in India, while Awad et al. [30] adopted a survey approach to study 
travellers’ perception of service quality at Dubai International Airport. The studies 
equally demonstrate how airports have become one of the most critical infrastruc-
tures in the background of globalisation. Airport spaces are now gateways associated 
with fast mobility and crossing borders by diverse travellers, and like Laghidze [15] 
highlighted, modern airports are now like micro-cities. 

Scholars are also increasingly adopting ethnographic studies [31] often involving 
spending significant time in airports, observing and interacting with travellers, and 
documenting their experiences through field notes, photographs, and video record-
ings. Brenda Chalfin [32] ethnographically explored a peripheric airport in Ghana. 
Zuskáčová [33] also ethnographically took on the role of a Business Class passenger 
to empirically reflect on the issues of placeness and non-placeness while routinely 
passing through one of the world’s busiest airports. Airport ethnography is a research 
method that involves observing and analysing people’s behaviour, interactions, and 
experiences in and around airports. It is a form of ethnographic research that aims to 
gain a deep understanding [34] of the cultural practices and social dynamics unique 
to airports and the people who use them. 

In this study, we adopted rapid airport ethnography considering airport trav-
ellers’ busy and mobile nature. Rapid airport ethnography is a research methodology 
involving quick and focused observation of airport travellers to gain insights into their 
experiences and behaviours. We adopted rapid airport ethnography at three airports: 
O.R. Tambo International Airport, South Africa (1 July 2022, 4 July 2022, 8 July 
2022, 28 August 2022, 1 September 2022); Robert Gabriel Mugabe International 
Airport (1 July 2022, 4 July 2022, 8 July 2022, 30 July 2022); and Bram Fischer 
International in Bloemfontein (28 August 2022, 1 September 2022). In the first step 
of the rapid airport ethnography, we defined the research question and objectives. The 
key research question for the study was: How has the COVID-19 pandemic impacted 
airport travellers’ experiences, and what are some practical solutions for improving 
their experiences in the post-COVID-19 era? The research objectives were to observe 
and document airport travellers’ behaviours and experiences, to identify patterns and 
trends in their behaviors and experiences, and to identify practical solutions for 
improving their experiences. 

The second step was to select participants for the study. After securing their 
consent, we conveniently selected 15 participants at each Airport for brief inter-
views. Participants were selected from different parts of the Airport, such as check-in, 
security, and boarding gates, to understand their experiences comprehensively. Data 
collection was also done through observations and note-taking. We observed partic-
ipants’ behaviours, interactions, and experiences at different stages of their airport 
journey. We also took note of changes in procedures and protocols that have been 
implemented due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Researchers can also conduct brief 
interviews with participants to gain additional insights into their experiences. Data
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analysis was done by coding and categorising the notes taken during interviews and 
observations. We identified patterns and trends in the data and used them to generate 
insights into participants’ experiences. These insights were used to identify prac-
tical solutions for improving travellers’ experiences. We also assured participants of 
their privacy and confidentiality in writing the final manuscript by anonymising their 
names using pseudonyms. 

Reflecting on our rapid airport ethnography methodology, we encountered several 
challenges in implementing the study. One significant challenge was the dynamic 
and fast-paced nature of airport environments. Airports are bustling with activity, and 
travelers are often on tight schedules, making it challenging to capture their experi-
ences comprehensively within limited timeframes. Additionally, the ever-changing 
COVID-19 protocols and procedures added another layer of complexity, requiring 
constant adaptation and flexibility in our approach. 

To address these challenges, we implemented several solutions:

• Focused observation: Given the limited time available for each observation 
session, we focused on specific areas within the airport where significant traveler 
interactions occur, such as check-in counters, security checkpoints, and boarding 
gates. This focused approach allowed us to maximize our observations within the 
constraints of time.

• Convenient participant selection: We adopted a convenient sampling method to 
select participants for brief interviews. While this approach may have limitations 
in terms of representativeness, it enabled us to quickly gather insights from a 
diverse range of travelers across different parts of the airport.

• Flexibility in data collection: Recognizing the fluid nature of airport environ-
ments, we remained flexible in our data collection methods. In addition to inter-
views, we relied on observations and note-taking to capture real-time behav-
iors and experiences. This multi-method approach provided a more holistic 
understanding of travelers’ experiences.

• Adaptation to COVID-19 protocols: With COVID-19 protocols constantly 
evolving, we ensured that our methodology remained adaptable to these changes. 
We closely monitored and documented any adjustments in airport procedures 
related to the pandemic and incorporated them into our observations and analysis.

• Privacy and confidentiality assurance: To maintain the trust and cooperation 
of participants, we prioritized their privacy and confidentiality. We anonymized 
participants’ names using pseudonyms in the final manuscript, ensuring that their 
identities were protected while still contributing valuable insights to the study. 

Through these strategies, we were able to navigate the challenges of conducting 
rapid airport ethnography and gather valuable insights into travelers’ experiences 
during the post-COVID-19 era. 

To answer the second research question of the study: “What are the practical solu-
tions to improve passengers’ airport experiences in the post-COVID-19 pandemic 
period?” we reviewed secondary sources of information. The desktop research for 
this study was performed between 1 August 2022 and 14 September 2022. Literature 
sources ranged from credible journals, online books, newspaper articles, and airline
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blogs. Search terms for the literature search included: practical solutions, passen-
gers’ airport experiences, post-COVID-19 pandemic period, technology and innova-
tion, wayfinding, traveller service, airport passenger flow, airport amenities, ambi-
ence and atmosphere, airport parking, and non-aeronautical activities. Data search 
was improved through the use of truncation and wildcard symbols (‘*’, ‘?’ or ‘$’), 
Boolean operators (AND/OR/NOT), and field codes (i.e. [TI] vs [TIAB] vs [TW]). 
Using literature sources with some degree of credibility was very essential as this 
influences the final accuracy and validity of the information presented in the chapter. 

The data were analysed according to the themes guided by the research questions. 
Collected data was then scanned regarding its usefulness to the research questions. 
The analysis focused on the existing text and was linked to the themes identified by the 
research questions. Empirical data’s overall plausibility and credibility are essential 
criteria for validating research findings [35]. Various descriptive and comparative 
units of the text were systematically identified and allowed for interpretations based 
on the research questions. Data were visualised using Microsoft word, SmartArt and 
NVivo. 

4 Case Studies: Bram Fischer International Airport, 
Robert Gabriel Mugabe International Airport, 
and Oliver Tambo International Airport 

4.1 Bram Fischer International Airport 

Bram Fischer International Airport (Afrikaans: Bram Fischer Internasionale 
Lughawe) is a primary airport located in Bloemfontein, the capital city of the Free 
State province of South Africa. It was established in 1961 and was formerly known 
as Bloemfontein Airport. Figure 2 is the map of Bram Fischer International Airport.

Figure 3 is the entrance of Bram Fischer International Airport.
Cargo flights are also available to and from the Airport. Bram Fischer Interna-

tional Airport facilities include a tourist information desk, VIP passenger, business 
lounge, and conference room; basic retail outlets include a restaurant/coffee shop and 
ATMs [36]. Bram Fischer Airport provides domestic passenger flights to Durban, 
Johannesburg, Cape Town and George through airlines like Airlink, South African 
Airways, CemAir, Mango and South African Express, handling over 300,000 passen-
gers a year. Figure 4 shows the annual passenger traffic at Bram Fischer International 
Airport, demonstrating a fall in passenger flow during the COVID-19 pandemic and 
a sudden rise in passenger flow in the post-pandemic period.

Table 1 shows Bram Fischer International Airport’s main airlines and destinations.
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Fig. 2 Map of Bram Fischer International Airport. Source Authors

Fig. 3 Bram Fischer International Airport. Source Authors

4.2 Robert Gabriel Mugabe International Airport 

Robert Gabriel Mugabe International Airport (RGIA) (Fig. 5), formerly Harare Inter-
national Airport, is Zimbabwe’s largest international Airport. The Airport is operated 
by the Civil Aviation Authority of Zimbabwe (CAAZ).

Over the years, annual airport traffic flow at Robert Gabriel Mugabe International 
Airport has been ever increasing. Figure 6 shows the gradual annual passenger traffic 
flow increase at Robert Gabriel Mugabe International Airport from 2004 to 2016.

Thus, the Civil Aviation Authority of Zimbabwe embarked on a project to upgrade 
the Airport. The project involves the upgrade of an international airport by increasing
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Fig. 4 Annual passenger traffic at Bram Fischer International Airport. Source Bram Fischer 
International Airport [36]

Table 1 Bram Fischer 
International Airport main 
airlines and destinations 

Airlines Destinations 

Airlink Cape Town, Johannesburg–O.R. Tambo 

CemAir Durban, George, Johannesburg–O.R. Tambo 

FlySafair Cape Town, Johannesburg–O.R. Tambo

Fig. 5 Map of Robert Gabriel Mugabe International Airport. Source Authors
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Fig. 6 Annual passenger traffic flow at Robert Gabriel Mugabe International Airport1 

Fig. 7 Aerial view of Robert Gabriel Mugabe International Airport before the expansion project. 
Source Taderera [38] 

the handling capacity from 2.5 million passengers a year to 6 million a year. It 
includes the construction of four new bridges and a secondary radar system, the 
transformation of a car park into a multi-story facility, the expansion of the runway 
to allow for multiple landings at the same time, and the installation of communication, 
navigation and surveillance system and airfield lighting system and safety systems 
[37]. Figure 7 shows the aerial view of Robert Gabriel Mugabe International Airport 
before the expansion project. 

RGIA serves a variety of airlines and destinations (Table 2), including Airlink to 
Johannesburg’s O.R Tambo airport, Air Namibia to Windhoek-Hosea Kutako airport, 
Air Tanzania to Dar es Salam, British Airways, Emirates, Ethiopian Airlines, Kenya

1 Figures on annual passenger traffic flow at Robert Gabriel Mugabe International Airport beyond 
2016 were not available.
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Table 2 Robert Gabriel Mugabe International Airport main airlines and destinations 

Airlines Destinations 

Air Tanzania Dar es Salaam 

Air Zimbabwe Bulawayo, Dar es Salaam, Johannesburg–O.R. Tambo, Victoria Falls 

Airlink Cape Town, Durban, Johannesburg–O.R. Tambo 

Emirates Dubai–International 

Eswatini Air Manzini (begins 14 April 2023) 

Ethiopian Airlines Addis Ababa 

Fastjet Zimbabwe Bulawayo, Johannesburg–O.R. Tambo, Kariba, Victoria Falls 

Kenya Airways Lusaka, Nairobi–Jomo Kenyatta 

Malawian Airlines Lilongwe, Lusaka 

Proflight Zambia Lusaka 

Qatar Airways Doha 

RwandAir Cape Town, Kigali 

South African Airways Johannesburg–O.R. Tambo 

TAAG Angola Airlines Luanda 

Zambia Airways Lusaka 

Airlines, Malawian Airlines, Proflight Zambia, South African Airways and TAAG 
Angola airlines for international flights. The Airport also caters to local/domestic 
flights under Air Zimbabwe to Bulawayo and Victoria Falls. 

4.3 Oliver Tambo International Airport 

Oliver Tambo International Airport (Fig. 8) in Johannesburg serves as the primary 
Airport for both domestic and international travel to and from South Africa and 
is reputed as the busiest Airport in Africa. The Airport was founded in 1952 as 
Jan Smuts International Airport, then Johannesburg International Airport, and O.R. 
Tambo International Airport in 1994.

O.R. Tambo is one of the few airports in the world that has direct flights to all six 
inhabited continents on earth, with a capacity to handle up to 28 million passengers 
annually. The Airport has over 140 retail stores open from 6 in the morning until ten at 
night. These times also apply to banks, bureau de change, dry cleaners, pharmacy and 
the spa at the Airport. The duty-free stores also stock products exclusively available 
only at O.R Tambo International Airport. There are six terminals at the Airport, 
but these can be broken down into three major areas: international, domestic, and 
transit. Terminals A1 and A2 handle international passengers, while the other two 
terminals handle domestic passengers. Due to the Airport’s design, departure and 
arrivals terminals are considered separate terminals. The Central Terminal under 
construction will be named Terminal A3 and will be used for both international
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Fig. 8 Map of O.R. Tambo International Airport. Source Authors

and domestic passengers. The two terminals, Terminal A and Terminal B have been 
restructured. The Airport also houses a travel clinic, open 24 h a day with full medical 
staff. Figure 9 is an aerial view of O.R. Tambo International Airport. 

Several major airlines operate from Johannesburg International Airport, including 
SAA (or South African Airways), British Airways, Singapore Airlines, Emirates, 
Airlink and Virgin Atlantic. Several Domestic airlines like Flysafair, Kulula and

Fig. 9 Aerial view of O.R. Tambo International Airport. Source Tshuma [39] 
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Mango Airlines operate multiple flights at the Airport daily. The Airport is also 
capable of handling 650,000 tons of cargo per year. Table 3 shows some of the 
airlines and destinations at O.R. Tambo International Airport 

O.R. Tambo International Airport recorded 21.2 million passengers in 2017–2018, 
up from 20.7 million passengers the year before. Of those passengers, 9.2 million 
were international and 11 million domestic, with the remainder being classified as 
“regional” or “unscheduled”. 220,644 aircraft traffic movements were recorded; the 
majority being domestic services. Figure 10 shows annual passenger traffic for O.R. 
Tambo International Airport.

Table 3 Some of the airlines and destinations at O.R. Tambo International Airport 

Airline Destination 

South 
African 
Airways 

Accra, Blantyre, Cape Town, Nairobi–Jomo Kenyatta, Durban, Harare, 
Kinshasa–N’djili, Lagos, Lilongwe, Lusaka, Maputo, Mauritius, Port Elizabeth, 
Victoria Falls, Windhoek–Hosea Kutako 

RwandAir Kigali, Lusaka 

TAAG 
Angola 
Airlines 

Luanda 

Turkish 
Airlines 

Istanbul 

Uganda 
Airlines 

Entebbe 

United 
Airlines 

Newark 

Virgin 
Atlantic 

London–Heathrow 

Ethiopian 
Airlines 

Addis Ababa 

Emirates Dubai–International 

Zambia 
Airways 

Livingstone, Lusaka 

Kenya 
Airways 

Nairobi–Jomo Kenyatta 

British 
Airways 

London–Heathrow 

Qatar 
Airways 

Doha 

Swiss 
International 
Air Lines 

Zürich 
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Fig. 10 Annual passenger traffic for O.R. Tambo International Airport 

5 Travellers’ Airport Experiences in the Post-COVID-19 
Pandemic Period 

Our study findings indicate diverse travellers experiences at the three airports: Bram 
Fischer International Airport, Robert Gabriel Mugabe International Airport, and 
Oliver Tambo International Airport in the post-COVID-19 pandemic period. The 
word cloud in Fig. 11 gives a snapshot of the travelers’ airport experiences in the 
post-COVID-19 pandemic period. 

We categorised these experiences into positive experiences and negative experi-
ences.

Fig. 11 Word cloud of passengers’ airport experiences in the post-COVID-19 pandemic period 
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5.1 Positive Travellers’ Airport Experiences 
in the Post-COVID-19 Pandemic Period 

Positive travellers’ airport experiences in the post-COVID-19 pandemic period 
ranged from airports leveraging on COVID-19 innovations, relief from tedious 
COVID-19 airport protocols, and elimination of fear of contracting the COVID-19 
virus (Fig. 12). 

5.1.1 Leveraging on COVID-19 Innovations 

Some travellers admitted that the airport experience has improved because of 
drastic innovations adopted during the COVID-19 pandemic. During the COVID-19 
pandemic, the aviation industry used technology to minimise the interaction between 
travellers and staff. Two years later, the post-COVID era is still benefiting from these 
technologies. During the pandemic, for example, online check in’s become more 
popular, and this innovation is still in place, minimising traveller stress during check-
in. The technological innovations assist in reducing operational costs and addressing 
the issue of staff shortage (allowing the industry to bounce back financially) and 
improving customer experience and satisfaction.

Positive travelers’ 
airport experiences 

in the post-Covid-19 
pandemic period 

Leveraging on 
Covid-19 

innovations 

Relief from 
tedious Covid-19 
airport protocols 

Elimination of 
fear of 

contracting the 
COVID-19 virus 

Fig. 12 Positive travellers’ airport experiences in the post-COVID-19 pandemic period 
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5.1.2 Relief from Tedious COVID-19 Airport Protocols 

With the sort of return to normalcy after the COVID-19 pandemic, many travellers 
indicated frictionless travel at the airports compared to the COVID-19 pandemic 
period. During the COVID-19 pandemic, air travel was tightly controlled, with trav-
ellers being thoroughly scrutinised. The South African government, for example, 
developed a risk categorisation model for different international travellers. The 
model classified international travellers according to a high, medium and low risk 
scale. High-risk travellers came from countries with higher COVID-19 infections 
and reported deaths compared to South Africa. Medium-risk travellers were from 
countries with a relatively equal number of infections and death toll to South Africa, 
and low-risk travellers originated from countries with fewer infections of COVID-
19 and death toll than South Africa. Leisure travellers from high-risk countries were 
not permitted. The exception was business travellers with scarce and critical skills, 
including diplomats, repatriated persons, investors and people participating in profes-
sional sporting and cultural events, who would undergo the same health protocol 
screenings. Travellers from medium and low-risk countries were only allowed into 
the country subject to the prevailing visa requirements. While long-term visa holders 
who visit the country for business purposes were allowed to travel to South Africa, 
they were also subject to health screenings for COVID-19 symptoms at the port of 
entry [40]. Figure 13, taken at O.R Tambo International Airport, demonstrates how 
airports started to operate normally post-COVID-19 pandemic.

We observed increased volumes of passengers at all three airports (O.R. Tambo 
International Airport, Robert Gabriel Mugabe International Airport and Bram Fischer 
International Airport) that we passed through after the opening of international 
borders. Passengers ranged from students returning to school, business people, expa-
triates, spouses relocating, and tourists. Most of the different categories of passengers 
on the move that we interacted with at the airports indicated that, because of the relief 
from tedious COVID-19 airport protocols, they had a better experience in the post-
COVID-19 pandemic phase compared to the COVID-19 pandemic period. Figure 14 
shows the relaxed mood of travellers at Robert Gabriel Mugabe International Airport 
and Bram Fischer International Airport.

The first case involves a Business Mogul who said, “I am a business mogul. 
With the opening up of borders, it is time to fly again. Due to the pandemic, I had 
completely abandoned flying. Now that the economies are open and there are no more 
travel restrictions, I will be a regular traveller passing through O.R. Tambo airport. 
I like airports and flying, but I did not enjoy the long queues and strict COVID-19 
checks at the airports.”2 The second case was of a Zimbabwean migrant worker who 
narrated: “I am glad the borders are now open; I have been locked down in Zimbabwe 
for nearly two years. I did not want to be vaccinated so that I could travel. I go to 
the apostolic church, and we do not believe in vaccinations. I rather waited, and now 
that international travel is open, I am returning to South Africa.”3 

2 Interview with a Business Mogul at O.R. Tambo International Airport, 1 July 2022. 
3 Interview with Zimbabwean migrant worker at O.R. Tambo International Airport, 4 July 2022.
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Fig. 13 Airports operating normally post-COVID-19 pandemic—O.R. Tambo International 
Airport. Source Authors

Fig. 14 Relaxed mood of travellers at Robert Gabriel Mugabe International Airport and Bram 
Fischer International Airport. Source Authors
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The third case was of a local South African student who said: “I am an academic 
with the University of Free State. I am going to an academic conference in Mexico. 
This is my first conference in 3 years. I was being invited to several academic confer-
ences during the COVID-19 pandemic, however, I could not attend any of them phys-
ically because of the COVID-19 travel restrictions. All my international academic 
engagements were online. I am so happy to meet other academics after a long phys-
ical isolation physically.”4 Another international student also said: “I a Nigerian PhD 
student with the University of Cape Town in South Africa. Because of COVID-19 
travel restrictions, I decided to stay in Nigeria for some time. Now that the borders 
have opened and there are no more travel restrictions, I must fly back to South Africa 
to proceed with my studies.”5 The last case involves a White tourist travelling with 
his family, who said: “The COVID-19 screening measures at the airports were so 
frustrating. Now that they have removed all the screening measures, we can move 
and explore the world. I am on my way to Victoria Falls with my family. We have a 
bucket list of other places we want to visit now that we are no longer mandated to 
produce too many documents.”6 

5.1.3 Elimination of Fear of Contracting the COVID-19 Virus 

For some travellers, the good airport experience was beyond removing the frustrating 
COVID-19 protocols. It was also associated with eliminating of fear of contracting 
the COVI9-19 virus. Figure 15 shows travellers travelling without fear of contracting 
the COVID-19 virus.

At O.R. Tambo international airport, for example, we observed that passengers 
were more relaxed, moved freely and spent more time exploring various outlets. 
With the massive vaccination programmes globally and the resultant complete haul 
of the COVID-19 pandemic, travellers felt air travel was becoming less stressful. On 
our flight back to South Africa with the Fast Jet Airline, we interviewed an elderly 
South African lady who indicated that, because she had underlying health conditions 
(diabetes, to be specific), she could not enjoy air travel during the COVID-19 period. 
She narrated: “I am diabetic, and because of this health condition, I was so vulnerable 
to COVID-19. I completely abandoned air travel. Airports were epi centres of the 
spread of the virus. But now I can travel anywhere in the world. I think air travel in 
the post-COVID-19 pandemic is a good experience for me.”7 

4 Interview with a Local South African Student at Bram Fischer International Airport, 28 August 
2022. 
5 Interview with a Nigerian Student at O.R. Tambo International Airport, 8 July 2022. 
6 Interview with a Tourist at O.R. Tambo International Airport, 8 July 2022. 
7 Interview on air with an elderly South African lady, 28 July 2022.
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Fig. 15 Travellers travelling without fear of contracting the COVID-19 virus Source Authors

5.2 Negative Travellers’ Airport Experiences 
in the Post-COVID-19 Pandemic Period 

Negative travellers’ airport experiences in the post-COVID-19 pandemic period 
ranged from high levels of uncertainty among travellers, concerns about COVID-
19 infections, flight delays and cancellations, stressful experiences, luggage loss, 
and bad treatment by airport personnel (Fig. 16).

5.2.1 High Levels of Uncertainty Among Travellers 

Our observations and interviews pointed out that there were high levels of uncertainty 
among travellers in the post-COVID-19 pandemic phase. Travellers faced more travel 
stress than pre-COVID, influencing how they approach air transportation and travel 
trips. This is due to the uncertainty they face around check-in, flight delays, security 
issues, luggage issues, long waiting times, and parking, among other airport services. 
During the study, other travellers also highlighted that regulations around COVID-19 
were still different at airports in other countries, leaving travellers uncertain about 
travelling to those countries. Other travellers were also concerned about another 
lockdown, leaving them in a different country or town. Besides these uncertainties, 
many travellers are still concerned about possible infection during travel or abroad 
in other countries. We present this below.
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Negative 
travelers’ airport 
experiences in 

the post-Covid-
19 pandemic 

period 

High levels of 
uncertainty 

among 
customers 

Concerns 
about Covid-
19 infections 

Flight delays 
and 

cancellations 

Stressful 
experiences 

Luggage loss 

Bad treatment 
by airport 
personnel 

Fig. 16 Negative travellers’ airport experiences in the post-COVID-19 pandemic period

5.2.2 Concerns About COVID-19 Infections 

For some travellers, there are still fears of the spreading of the virus at the airports in 
the post-COVID-19 pandemic period. For these passengers, the removal of COVID-
19 protocols gives them goosebumps that the spread of the virus is now much easier. 
One of our interviewees at O.R. Tambo international airport said: “We are never sure 
if the COVID-19 pandemic is completely over. Yes, I am travelling, but the removal 
of COVID-19 travel protocols makes me feel uncomfortable. Why? People are now 
roaming around without masks, no sanitising, no social distancing. Many airlines 
have also removed the mask mandate. This is concerning!”
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5.2.3 Flight Delays and Cancellations 

Passengers do not want to be delayed. From the start of the passenger journey, 
delays become stressful. Whether this is caused by an unexpected traffic issue, a 
problem with car parking at the Airport, a security hold-up or a flight delay, it all 
adds up for passengers [20]. Other passengers were frustrated by the delays in the 
post-COVID-19 pandemic phase. We observed that, at O.R. Tambo International 
Airport, immigration queues were long, delaying travellers from catching their next 
connecting transport. Other travellers indicated that, they were held hostage for hours 
by their airline before they could board the flight. A good example of a frustrating 
delay was of a Zimbabwean friend whom we met at O.R. Tambo International Airport 
on our way to Zimbabwe. We had coffee together at Mugg & Bean while waiting 
for our flight at 15.30 and his flight at 18.00. After we arrived in Zimbabwe, he later 
told us that he had languished in the cold for hours because his flight was delayed to 
21:00. 

Other passengers also shared their bad experiences with delays in the post-
COVID-19 pandemic phase. A young man we met while having coffee at O.R. 
Tambo International Airport shared his previous week’s ordeal with us: “My flight 
was cancelled two hours before departure, and I was notified by e-mail (that I only saw 
when I was at the Airport). The next flight was eight-plus hours later. No rebooking 
to another airline. They suggested refunding only the base fare (no extras/baggage), 
and then I can pay my fare on the other airline. This is not an acceptable response as 
they could have helped us avoid waiting at the Airport for 8 h.8 

Another traveller reported a terrible flight delay experience with one of the airlines: 
“I recently flew on Fast Jet airline from Johannesburg to Harare. The flight was 
delayed by almost an hour due to technical issues on the aircraft. They made us wait 
for almost one hour on the bus while they fixed the aircraft. I did not feel safe at 
all while flying, and I was highly disappointed. While up in the air, the aircraft was 
making a really strange squeaky noise which was very unsettling considering that 
the aircraft had some technical issues. It was a terrible experience!9 

In another case, a couple also reported terrible delays at O.R. Tambo International 
Airport: “My husband and I were travelling from Johannesburg to Harare, we got to 
the Airport 3 h before the time only to wait almost an hour to check-in. The staff 
finally arrived to open up the counters but made the passengers wait another half 
an hour before proceeding to assist. Fastjet has a promotion where you allowed two 
checked-in bags; however, we were told to leave two bags behind on standby and 
collect them a day later from Harare airport; this type of service is unacceptable. 
They should not advertise something which they cannot live up to.10 

8 Interview with Julius at O.R. Tambo International Airport, 1 July 2022. 
9 Interview with Lucia at O.R. Tambo International Airport, 30 July 2022. 
10 Interview with the Kruger Couple at O.R. Tambo International Airport, 30 July 2022.
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5.2.4 Stressful Experiences 

While the majority of the travellers were very delighted about the removal of COVID-
19 travel protocols, returning to the skies meant dealing with the same old air travel 
stress: long flight delays, cancellations, extensive security checks, and lost baggage, 
among other frustrating experiences. With the increased volumes post-COVID-19, 
some passengers expressed having stressful airport experiences. The long lines at 
check-in, ticketing, and security checkpoints triggered stress. Especially queueing 
is one of the biggest causes of passenger anxiety within the Airport. One of the 
travellers narrated, “I do not like queues, and I hate being late! Because of the 
overflow of people post-COVID-19 pandemic, moving through airports now feels 
like a continuous process of moving from one queue to the next: baggage drop, 
security, passport, and gate. The experience is very stressful.”11 Another traveller 
narrated: After the COVID-19 pandemic, airports have become places of stress, 
urgency, and inconvenience. I work a stressful job, but airports are now more stressful 
than work.”12 Ineffective communication from airport staff, such as how long the 
wait time for screening at a checkpoint will take, also added to travellers’ frustrations. 
Another stressful experience travellers had was the confusion of navigating maze-like 
terminals like O.R. Tambo International Airport and the seemingly endless waiting 
that comes with checking baggage and screening through security checkpoints. These 
moments where passengers do not have control cause even more stress that they might 
not make that flight or the next flight. 

5.2.5 Luggage Loss 

Another bad airport experience we observed in the post-COVID-19 period was 
luggage loss. On our way to Zimbabwe, we checked in luggage at O.R. Tambo Inter-
national airport to collect it at Robert Gabriel International Airport. Unfortunately, 
upon arrival, the luggage was nowhere to be found. The airline had deliberately placed 
the luggage on the delayed flight that our friend was to come with at 21:00. Upon our 
arrival; we observed hundreds of other bags that were misplaced and mishandled. We 
had to come and collect the bags the following day after several calls and follow-ups. 
Other passengers also had the same bad experiences with their luggage. One lady at 
Robert Gabriel Mugabe International Airport said: “I lost my check-in baggage from 
Harare to Johannesburg. I nearly missed my connecting flight trying to recover my 
bag. To make matters worse, the plane was delayed for more than 2 h without any 
communication from the team on the ground.13 Another young man we met the day 
we recovered our bags at Robert Gabriel Mugabe International could not recover his 
bag for over a week: “I lost my luggage, and up to now, I have not yet received any

11 Interview with Maria at O.R. Tambo International Airport, 30 July 2022. 
12 Interview with Portia at Robert Gabriel Mugabe International Airport, 8 July 2022. 
13 Interview with Judith at Robert Gabriel Mugabe International Airport, 8 July 2022. 
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meaningful assistance. I had the most horrible experience with Fast Jet. They lost 
my luggage over a week ago, and no one is willing to assist.”14 

5.2.6 Bad Treatment by Airport Personnel 

Other passengers expressed dissatisfaction with the treatment they got from some 
airport personnel. Travellers expressed that they expect smooth and easy travel expe-
riences where they feel valued and important. However, as one traveller lamented, 
there are still huge disparities in the treatment of travellers: “Aviation companies are 
not designing equally for all travellers. Most of the aviation experiences are designed 
to cater for business or first-class passengers first and foremost. The economy class 
passengers are treated as garbage. Whilst it is true that not all travellers have an equal 
level of short-term value—many that are being deprioritised have great lifetime value. 
All the travellers should be treated equally.” 

These negative airport experiences and overall dissatisfaction could potentially 
result in travellers choosing another mode of transport or other better airports 
and airlines. These bad travellers’ experiences could be easy fixes that might not 
even call for grand renovations of airport terminal layout designs and expensive 
upgrades. Below, we present some practical solutions that can be adopted to improve 
passengers’ airport experiences in the post-COVID-19 pandemic period. 

6 Practical Solutions to Improve Passengers’ Airport 
Experiences in the Post-COVID-19 Pandemic Period 

Providing a good airport experience can make the difference between travellers regu-
larly choosing to fly out of one hub over another and increasing revenue for the 
Airport. There are several practical solutions that can be adopted to improve passen-
gers’ airport experiences in the post-COVID-19 pandemic period. These include tech-
nology and innovation, airport cleanliness, clear and efficient signage, good traveller 
service, improving airport passenger flow, improving airport amenities, improving 
airport ambience and atmosphere, investing in restaurants and retail, investing in 
activities for passengers, improving airport parking, and capturing data on travellers 
experiences. The word cloud (Fig. 17) gives a visual snapshot of the practical solu-
tions to improve passengers’ airport experiences in the post-COVID-19 pandemic 
phase.

14 Interview with Lameck at Robert Gabriel Mugabe International Airport, 8 July 2022. 
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Fig. 17 Practical solutions to improve passengers’ airport experiences in the post-COVID-19 
pandemic period. Source Authors 

6.1 Technology and Innovation 

As the world gradually recovers from the COVID-19 pandemic, the aviation industry 
is seeing an increase in travellers. To ensure a smooth and efficient journey for 
passengers, airlines can use technology to improve the overall traveller journey [16, 
21, 26]. How can airlines use technology to improve the overall traveller journey 
as travellers take off in growing numbers in the post-COVID-19 pandemic period? 
Investing in disruptive technology is very critical for a positive passenger experience. 
Self-service opportunities today permeate all areas of a passenger’s air-travel journey. 
These opportunities begin before arriving at the Airport and continue through the 
airport departure process, inflight services, airport transfer points, and ultimately 
through the airport departure process [26, 41]. Figure 18 presents the many journey 
steps at which self-service opportunities may be offered. Self-services can be offered 
to passengers to decrease travel time and enhance their overall travel experience. 
Self-check-in can be completed in the comfort of the traveller’s home through an 
online app. Passengers are assigned an ID token that they need to gain access to the 
airport. In cases where passengers cannot self-check-in, assistance check-in is still 
made available at the airport, and an ID token is received. Passengers can make their 
way from the check-in services to baggage drops without any assistance or human 
interaction. By means of face authentication, passengers can go through immigration 
and security. Transfer passengers will also receive ID tokens and board alongside 
those from the check-in services. ID tokens make the process much faster and remove 
the need for constant human interaction, which in the case of COVID-19, protects 
passengers and workers from getting the virus.

In a Technology Opinion writing, the chief commercial officer for Cinq North 
America, Juan Hoyos [42], highlighted three areas that airlines could focus on to
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Fig. 18 Fly to Gate: a touchless biometric journey improving passenger experience and airport 
efficiency. Source Authors

improve the passenger experience—increasing speed, better communications, and 
securing luggage. In increasing speed, streamlining the various checkpoints in the 
traveller’s journey can go a long way to improving traveller satisfaction. Too many 
checkpoints are a major pain point for travellers. Instead of having agents and security 
personnel scan boarding passes and checking IDs to drop luggage, check-in, go 
through border control, and board, airlines should use kiosks and smart devices to ease 
the process [21, 42]. These advanced systems handle everything from luggage tags 
to identity management, facilitating faster speeds throughout the traveller’s journey 
[16]. The advanced biometric-enabled kiosks also allow a passenger’s face to serve 
as their ID while seamlessly connecting to mobile devices [43]. This significantly 
reduces the need to handle documents, touch shared devices, or continually interact 
with staff. Studies show these kiosks can speed up boarding times by up to 30%, 
getting passengers to and from their destinations faster [42, 43]. 

When researching fares and schedules, travellers want the latest information acces-
sible at their fingertips. Thus, good communication is very important. From ticket 
purchases to gate changes, keeping passengers informed on the latest fares and flight 
changes is critical. In the post-COVID-19 pandemic phase, airfare systems should 
provide airlines with all the data they need to make pricing decisions in real-time [21]. 
This helps airlines keep fares competitive and gives passengers the latest pricing infor-
mation to make a more informed buying decision. Once they have a ticket, updating
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passengers on delays and flight changes is the priority [42]. Uninformed passen-
gers can quickly become impatient and frustrated. Airports should also use modern 
ground-to-air communication platforms to connect to apps to provide passengers with 
real-time flight and travel information [26, 41]. Airlines can integrate these platforms 
into their systems to send passengers emails, texts, and push notifications as soon 
as possible. With automation and artificial intelligence, these fast and powerful apps 
can keep passengers better informed throughout the journey [42]. 

There is nothing that ruins a fantastic trip like lost luggage. With more travellers 
in the air in the post-COVID-19 pandemic phase and a significant shortage of airport 
workers, concerns over missing bags are rising. As discussed in the passengers’ 
airport experiences section, not having one’s luggage can create anxiety and frus-
tration. Airports should introduce efficient baggage tracking systems to reduce the 
odds of losing passengers’ bags at arrival and during connections [42]. Airlines can 
use technology such as Radio Frequency Identification (RFID) tags and baggage 
tracking systems to provide passengers with real-time updates on their luggage. This 
can help to reduce the stress and inconvenience of lost or delayed baggage. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has undoubtedly prompted a faster uptake of technolo-
gies such as biometrics and queue-less journeys [44]. It has forced airports to rapidly 
adopt better design and technology features that may have taken years to implement. 
Examples of some of the critical technologies disrupting the airport industry include 
Contactless Fast Track Bookings and Queue-Less Journeys, Biometrics, Airport 
eCommerce, Robotics and automation. At the height of the pandemic, many airports 
implemented, fast-tracked and upscale these disruptive technologies in response to 
the immediate situation [21]. However, as we move into the recovery period, it is 
essential to consider how these technologies fit into airports’ long-term, five and 10-
year plans. Post-pandemic airport technology must be sustainable, futureproof and 
serve long-term benefits as part of a complete digital transformation strategy [44]. 

6.2 Airport Cleanliness 

In the post-COVID-19 pandemic period, ensuring a clean and hygienic airport envi-
ronment is critical in building passenger confidence and ensuring a safe and healthy 
travel experience. Cleanliness—not just in bathrooms but also in terminals, lounges, 
and other public areas of an airport—can improve airport revenue because it estab-
lishes a level of comfort and positivity between the Airport and the consumers [16, 
45]. It also lends to the Airport’s prestige which benefits them in the long run with 
loyal passengers. It is beneficial for airports to establish an atmosphere and ambi-
ence that encourages passengers to become repeat travellers. Passengers will likely 
remember an unclean and filthy airport bathroom experience and associate that nega-
tive experience with the airport hub. After all, if one bathroom is not maintained 
properly, there is a good chance that the rest of the bathrooms at the Airport are 
just as unclean. Airports should increase the frequency of cleaning and disinfection, 
especially in high-traffic areas such as check-in counters, security screening areas,
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and boarding gates [16, 45]. Cleaning should include all surfaces that passengers and 
staff may encounter, such as seats, armrests, and touchscreens. Ample hand hygiene 
facilities, such as hand sanitiser and hand-washing stations, should also be provided 
throughout the airports [16]. These facilities should be placed in high-traffic areas 
and easily accessible to passengers and staff. Airports can also implement touch-
less technology, such as automatic doors, touchless faucets, and soap dispensers, 
to reduce the spread of germs [21]. Airports can also monitor the air quality in the 
Airport to ensure that it meets or exceeds the recommended standards. This can be 
achieved through the use of air filters and regular air quality testing. 

6.3 Clear and Efficient Signage 

Clear and efficient signage is an essential aspect of airport design and operations. It 
improves the passenger experience, enhances safety and security, reduces delays and 
improves efficiency, facilitates accessibility, and promotes brand reputation [46, 47]. 
Figure 19 is an example of clear signage at Frankfurt International Airport, Germany. 

Digital signage technology helps passengers quickly locate their gate and time for 
arrival or departure in even the busiest airports [46, 48]. Airport terminals and waiting 
areas should display digital messages with updates as needed for gate changes, shuttle

Fig. 19 Signage at Frankfurt International Airport, Germany. Source Authors 
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delays and wait times. Keeping information updated helps passengers get to where 
they are going efficiently. The flow of passenger travel is essential in an airport, espe-
cially in large hubs with multiple terminals like O.R. Tambo International Airport. 
By investing in high-quality signage, airports can create a more positive and seam-
less travel experience for passengers, improving their overall satisfaction and loyalty. 
Airports can be confusing and overwhelming for passengers, especially those unfa-
miliar with the airport layout or travelling to a new destination. Unlike airport staff, 
passengers do not always have a thorough understanding of the Airport’s layout, 
so clear and frequent signage is necessary for wayfinding. This also helps improve 
airport passenger flow by preventing congestion throughout terminals and helps keep 
foot traffic moving smoothly [46, 48]. Clear signage help passengers navigate through 
the Airport easily, reducing stress and anxiety [47]. In an emergency or security inci-
dent, clear signage help direct passengers to the nearest exit or shelter, ensuring their 
safety. Efficient signage can also help airport staff respond quickly to an emergency, 
reducing the risk of injury or harm to passengers. Efficient signage also allows passen-
gers to find their way to check-in, security, and boarding gates quickly and easily, 
reducing the risk of delays and missed flights [46, 47]. This can also help airlines and 
airports operate more efficiently, improving customer satisfaction. Passengers with 
disabilities or limited mobility can also navigate the Airport independently, making 
air travel more accessible and inclusive. Finally, clear and efficient signage enhances 
the overall brand reputation of an airport. A well-designed and easy-to-navigate 
Airport can leave a positive impression on passengers, improving their overall travel 
experience and increasing the likelihood of repeat business. 

6.4 Good Customer Service 

In the same vein as having airport staff available to assist with wayfinding, it is crucial 
to provide top-tier customer service to travellers [17, 18, 22]. Rethinking airports 
as consumer hubs can be beneficial as customer service is a pillar of successful 
businesses [17, 18]. Customer service is essential to improving the airport experience. 
Passengers need to feel confident that airport staff know the airport layout and can 
accurately guide them to where they need to go. In addition to being knowledgeable, 
staff must treat passengers as travellers by being courteous and respectful [48]. The 
key to smooth-running airport foot traffic is passenger flow. The idea is to have 
passengers seamlessly pass from check-in to security to the gate without needing to 
wait hours in between. While the staff is not usually involved in the planning process 
when it comes to designing airport layouts, they can help to improve passenger flow 
without the need for construction by understanding where terminals, gates, and other 
destinations are located [17, 48]. 

Cape Town International Airport (CTIA) is an excellent African example offering 
good customer service. In 2023 CTIA won their eighth consecutive award for ‘Best 
Airport in Africa’ and third consecutive award for ‘Best Airport Staff in Africa’ at the 
prestigious Skytrax World Airport Awards. The accolade is proof of the outstanding
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Fig. 20 Capetown International Airport Check-in Area. Source Authors 

standards and level of service the Airport offers. Figure 20 shows the organised 
check-in area at Capetown International Airport. 

In the post-COVID-19 pandemic, providing good customer service is more impor-
tant than ever in ensuring a positive travel experience for passengers. Airports should 
provide clear and concise communication to passengers regarding their travel expe-
rience, including updates on flight schedules, changes in procedures due to the 
pandemic, and health and safety guidelines [46, 47]. Airports staff should also 
be trained to provide friendly, helpful, and compassionate service to passengers, 
especially in situations where passengers may be experiencing stress or anxiety 
due to the pandemic. Airports facilities should also be accessible to all passengers, 
including those with disabilities, by providing clear signage, accessible bathrooms, 
and wheelchair accessibility [22]. Airport customer service is also improved by 
offering amenities like comfortable seating, charging stations, and food and beverage 
options catering to different dietary needs and preferences. Digital technologies, 
such as mobile apps and self-service kiosks, also improve the check-in and boarding 
process and reduce wait times [18, 21]. Airports can also provide passengers with 
a mechanism to provide feedback on their travel experience, such as surveys or 
feedback forms. This can help airports identify areas for improvement and address 
concerns on time.
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6.5 Airport Passenger Flow 

Airports should also focus on creating a smooth passenger journey from the start [16, 
21]. This allows operators and airlines to make a difference by providing as smooth 
an experience as possible once passengers approach the Airport. Good airport design 
goes a long way in enhancing airport passenger flow. Figure 21 shows the open airport 
design at O.R. Tambo International Airport, facilitating faster passenger flow. 

Implementing Smart Booking integrations, for instance, can help arrange advance 
parking and give real-time travel advice [20, 21]. Advanced check-in or baggage 
handling systems can also reduce initial processing times [20, 21]. Cutting queue 
time is the best way to move waiting crowds and avoid running into friction points 
throughout the terminal. There are several ways to cut queue times: Automation 
(Online check-ins or self-serve kiosks), good communication and proper signage 
[21, 43]. 

In the post-COVID-19 pandemic period, managing airport passenger flow is crit-
ical to ensure a safe and efficient travel experience. Increased use of technology, such 
as mobile apps and self-service kiosks, reduces the need for physical interaction with 
staff and waiting times [43]. Airports can also use real-time data to monitor passenger 
flow and adjust operations accordingly [21]. This can include adjusting security 
checkpoint staffing and opening additional boarding gates as needed. Airports can 
also improve wayfinding by providing clear signage and digital displays to guide

Fig. 21 The open airport design at O.R. Tambo International Airport facilitates faster passenger 
flow. Source Authors 
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passengers to their destinations and reduce confusion and congestion [46, 47]. Secu-
rity screening procedures must also be improved to reduce wait times and improve the 
passenger experience. This can include implementing new screening technologies 
and providing clear instructions to passengers on what to expect during the screening 
process [21]. Airports can also manage gate areas to reduce congestion and improve 
passenger flow. This can include using boarding groups or assigning seats to specific 
gates to reduce crowding [16]. Increasing staff presence is also essential. Airports 
can increase staff presence in high-traffic areas, such as security checkpoints and 
boarding gates, to assist and guide passengers and reduce confusion and delays. 

6.6 Improving Airport Amenities 

Airports need to adapt and upgrade to suit travellers’ unique needs, which are 
changing with the times [16, 21, 43]. The seating area is very important. One of 
the most frustrating things about air travel can be the inability to find available or 
adequate seating, especially if one has a long wait ahead. For people travelling in 
groups or with family, finding seating together at some airports can be even harder 
[48]. Airports can offer comfortable seating, including lounge chairs and charging 
stations, to provide passengers with a comfortable place to rest or work while they 
wait for their flights [49]. Comfortable seating throughout the terminal and gates 
allow passengers to take a load off and take a breath after the hustle and bustle 
of security checks and finding the right gate. Ample comfortable seating takes the 
stress out of airports, allowing passengers to begin their vacation or business trip in 
earnest. [16, 48]. Airports can provide access to wellness amenities, such as yoga 
rooms, meditation areas, and massage services, to help passengers relax and reduce 
stress. Offering play areas for children to help families with young children pass the 
time while waiting for their flights is also essential. 

Airports can also enhance their shopping options by providing various retail 
options, including duty-free shopping and local souvenirs [16, 49]. Airports can also 
provide various dining options to cater to different dietary needs and preferences. This 
can include healthy, vegetarian, vegan, and food options for people with allergies or 
food sensitivities. Passengers also need electrical sockets [16]. Nowadays, travellers 
do not leave home without smartphones and are always looking for an electrical 
socket to charge electronic devices. Ensuring enough outlets for charging phones, 
tablets, and laptops is an indirect way to help passengers relax [48, 49]. A charged 
device means they can entertain themselves with games or ebooks while waiting for 
their flights or get some work done before business travel. Those who travel for work 
will find it beneficial not to wait to board the aeroplane before resuming work [48]. 
When it comes to improving the layout of airports, instead of access to only a handful 
of electrical outlets throughout the terminal, airports should ensure that they have to 
charge capability at every seat or more evenly distributed throughout the gates [48].
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6.7 Improving Airport Ambience and Atmosphere 

In the post-COVID-19 pandemic period, improving the Airport’s ambience and atmo-
sphere is essential to create a welcoming and comfortable environment for passen-
gers. Every place has its unique ambience and can make travellers feel in various 
ways, including calm and serene or stressed and anxious [16, 49]. Part of improving 
airports is by making small changes, such as switching from harsh, unflattering light-
bulbs to softer, more calming ones [50]. Adding plants or even an entire indoor garden 
is another way to improve airports by creating a peaceful environment. Similarly, 
installing artwork can be a great way to encourage people to spend extra downtime 
browsing the terminal [16, 49]. 

Another way to improve airports’ ambience and atmosphere is through enhancing 
lighting and décor. Airports can enhance their lighting and decor to create a 
more welcoming and relaxing environment [50]. This can include natural lighting, 
greenery, and artwork. Figure 22 shows the welcoming ambience and atmosphere at 
Frankfurt International Airport, Germany. 

Providing comfortable seating, including lounge chairs and charging stations, to 
provide passengers with a comfortable place to rest or work while they wait for their 
flights also improves airport ambience and atmosphere [16, 49]. Airports can also 
play music and audio content to create a relaxing and pleasant atmosphere. This can

Fig. 22 Welcoming ambience and atmosphere at Frankfurt International Airport, Germany. Source 
Authors 
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include curated playlists or audio content that promotes local culture and attractions. 
Airports can also use scents and aromas to create a more pleasant atmosphere [50]. 
This can include diffusing natural fragrances or using air purifiers to improve air 
quality. Lastly, airports can also provide access to green spaces, such as outdoor 
gardens or indoor green walls, to help passengers relax and reduce stress. 

6.8 Investing in Restaurants and Retail 

Investing in restaurants and retail is crucial to improving the airport experience for 
passengers in the post-COVID-19 pandemic period. Airports should incorporate a 
selection of eateries and retail shops for travellers [49, 51, 52]. With the extra time on 
their hands, travellers can do shopping and dining. Figure 23 shows authors having 
coffee and working at O.R. Tambo International Airport, awaiting their connecting 
flight to Zimbabwe. At O.R. Tambo International Airport, restaurants and fast-food 
outlets include Nando’s, Cafe Dulce, Debonairs Pizza, Kauai, KFC, News Cafe, 
Steers, Wimpy, Spur, and more. This service can also be extended to other growing 
African airports like Robert Gabriel International Airport in Zimbabwe. 

Shopping and dining are at the top of the list regarding how airports can 
increase revenue [48, 49]. Various eateries and stores spread throughout the terminal

Fig. 23 Authors having coffee and working at O.R. Tambo International Airport. Source Authors 
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Fig. 24 Popular shopping brands (Rolex and Wempe) at Frankfurt International Airport, Germany. 
Source Authors 

encourage travellers to spend money by enjoying a nice meal or purchasing souvenirs 
or other items on the go [16, 49]. Restaurants and retail also help prevent heavy 
congestion in other airport areas, such as the gate seating areas and provide something 
for people to do while waiting for their flight [48, 52]. Figure 24 shows some popular 
shopping brands (Rolex and Wempe) that attract travellers at Frankfurt International 
Airport in Germany. 

There are various ways airports can invest in their restaurants and retail. Recently 
expanding Airports like Robert Gabriel Mugabe international Airport should attract 
local vendors to set up restaurants and retail shops at the Airport. This can give 
passengers a taste of local culture and cuisine and create a unique airport experience 
[17]. Airports should also offer healthy food options, including vegetarian and vegan 
options and food options for people with allergies or food sensitivities, to cater to 
different dietary needs and preferences [49, 52]. Providing various dining options 
like fast-casual dining, sit-down restaurants, and cafes to cater to different tastes and 
preferences is also important [51]. The use of technology to improve the shopping 
experience is now timely. Airports can use technology, such as augmented reality 
and mobile apps, to improve the shopping experience for passengers [21, 26]. This 
can include providing virtual try-on experiences for clothing and accessories or using 
beacons to send targeted promotions to passengers. Airports should also offer loyalty
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programs to encourage passengers to shop and dine at the Airport. This can include 
offering program members discounts, special offers, and exclusive perks [16]. 

6.9 Investing in Activities for Passengers 

Investing in activities for passengers is another excellent way for airports to enhance 
the airport experience and provide a more enjoyable and entertaining stay for passen-
gers in the post-COVID-19 pandemic period. One of the worst things about airports 
is inevitably waiting. While a lot of it can be alleviated with solutions to steady 
passenger flow, there are other times when it is unavoidable, such as while waiting at 
the gate before a flight or if a flight is delayed [16, 21]. Shopping and dining presented 
above are two ways to occupy travellers who have a long wait ahead of them, but other 
activities can also be entertaining [49, 51, 52]. Airports can provide entertainment 
options, such as live music, art exhibitions, and movie theatres, to keep passengers 
entertained while waiting for their flights [16]. Airports can create family-friendly 
areas, including play areas and interactive exhibits, to provide children with a fun 
and safe space to play while their parents wait for their flights. Indoor gardens or 
art exhibits are also other forms of entertainment activities airports should consider 
for travellers [49, 50]. Airports can also offer exercise and wellness options, such as 
yoga rooms and fitness centres, to allow passengers to stay active and healthy while 
waiting for their flights. Airports can also organise airport tours, allowing passengers 
to learn more about the Airport’s history, architecture, and operations [16]. Virtual 
reality experiences, such as virtual tours of the city or immersive games, provide 
passengers with an engaging and interactive experience and also provide travellers 
with a good experience at airports. Airports can also offer cultural experiences, such 
as workshops and exhibitions showcasing local arts and crafts, to provide passengers 
with a taste of local culture and heritage [49, 50]. 

6.9.1 Improving Airport Parking 

Often, parking lots are forgotten once built, with airports focusing more on improving 
the indoor airport experience for travellers inside. However, the parking lot is one of 
the first and last things passengers will notice and is critical for improving the airport 
parking experience [50]. Some ways to improve the airport parking lot experience 
include automation, shuttle service, wayfinding and covered parking [48, 53]. If there 
are long lines or congestion at the entrance or exit of a parking garage, upgrading to 
an automated payment system might be an ideal solution. This enables passengers 
to avoid waiting in long lines and quickly and securely pay for parking as they make 
their way to the airport exit (VPS). Airports with off-site parking can offer shuttle 
buses to the terminals, with the cost of this service integrated into the total parking 
fee. Covered parking, whether surface or rooftop, offers added comfort and security 
through protection from catastrophic weather elements and extreme heat [48]. With
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covered parking lots, passengers who need to leave their cars in long-term airport 
parking can do so with peace of mind. During the hottest months of the year, they will 
also return to a more comfortable vehicle, as adequately covered parking solutions 
can help significantly decrease the internal temperature of a vehicle [48, 50]. 

6.9.2 Capturing Data on Traveller’s Experiences 

Capturing data on traveller’s experiences is essential for airports to understand their 
customers and improve their overall experience in the post-COVID-19 pandemic 
period. A key part of increasing travellers’ experience is understanding what they 
want from their journey [16, 22]. This means asking and listening by giving them 
a platform to air their views and making them understand their critical role in your 
operational success [17, 18]. Airports should invest in data gathering, assessments 
and analysis to improve passenger experience and increase passenger flow efficiency 
at airports. Using integrated and in-cloud solutions for operational management can 
effectively automate reporting and analysis, enabling a comprehensive view of the 
Airport in real-time [21, 43]. By gaining this view, airport management teams can 
pinpoint potential delays in advance, identify issues before they become problems 
and maintain passenger flow while improving resource management on the ground. 
Capturing data on travellers’ experiences can help airports identify areas for improve-
ment. This data can provide insights into what passengers like and dislike about 
their airport experience and highlight areas that need attention [54]. Capturing data 
on travellers’ experiences also help airports personalise their services. Analysing 
passenger behaviour and preferences data, airports can tailor their services to indi-
vidual passenger needs and provide a more personalised experience. Through under-
standing the factors contributing to passenger satisfaction, airports can change their 
services and facilities to enhance the passenger experience [16, 22]. Capturing data 
on travellers’ experiences also help airports increase revenue. By understanding 
passenger behaviour and preferences, airports can identify opportunities to offer new 
services and products to generate additional revenue. Finally, by tracking passenger 
feedback over time, airports can see the impact of their efforts and adjust their 
strategies accordingly [54]. 

7 Conclusion and Way Forward 

The COVID-19 pandemic presented significant challenges for the aviation industry 
but also presented an opportunity to reimagine airport travel. By adopting new tech-
nologies, improving communication, enhancing hygiene measures, offering more 
flexibility, and prioritising the customer experience, airports and airlines can create 
a more efficient and enjoyable experience for travellers in the post-COVID-19 era. 
Airports are key platforms for transporting people and goods regionally, nationally 
and internationally. Understanding traveller experiences post-COVID-19 is critical
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to solving common Airport operating problems, adapting appropriate new technolo-
gies, and introducing innovations into the airport industry. While there have been 
significant improvements in passenger experience in the aviation industry over the 
years, the post-COVID-19 pandemic period ushered in a new phase where airlines 
should consider treating travellers better. With travel operations returning to normal 
from the lows of the pandemic, airports need to restore consumers’ confidence in 
travelling again by establishing a travel experience that evokes safety and trust. Why 
is this important? The COVID-19 pandemic sparked a lot of change; passengers are 
no longer the same as they were before. Behaviours have evolved, and priorities have 
changed; thus, airports must revisit their plans and strategies to ensure they align with 
the post-pandemic passenger needs. 

Though African airports have been striving for improved passenger volumes and 
expanding their capacities, the concept of analysing and improving passenger expe-
rience is yet to be widely improved among African airports. Given this scenario, 
it is instructive to state here that the passenger is central to any airport’s success; 
enhancing passenger experience should be at the heart of airport improvement initia-
tives in Africa. By starting with the passenger experience and working backwards, 
the airport industry in Africa can create operational efficiencies, better retail experi-
ences, and a smoother journey. Thus, accelerated recovery of air transport across the 
continent is vital in the post-COVID-19 pandemic period. Governments should step 
up efforts to provide financial and regulatory support for the industry. Airports should 
strive to enable seamless travel experiences where digitalisation, sustainability, and 
newer technologies can help ease passenger journeys. Airports should also use data 
capture of airport passenger behaviours to aid implementation. There is also a need 
to diversify away from retail to offer an airport waiting experience that improves 
health and mental well-being. Airport planners and designers should also consider 
designing future airport areas to increase natural light and improve the acoustic envi-
ronment. Finally, airports should also adjust to the personalisation of the journey 
process. 

The chapter provided insights into how airports and airlines can adapt to the 
new reality of travel in a post-COVID-19 world. However, several areas of future 
research could further be explored to enhance the airport experience. Further research 
can explore the effectiveness of new technologies, such as biometric scanning and 
facial recognition in improving the airport experience. While airports have introduced 
several health and safety measures in response to the pandemic, there is still room for 
improvement. Further research could explore the effectiveness of different measures 
in reducing the spread of infectious diseases and how these measures could be imple-
mented more efficiently and streamlined. The airport experience can be challenging 
for people with disabilities, and there is a need for greater accessibility in airport 
design and services. Further research could explore how airports can better cater to 
the needs of people with disabilities, such as by providing accessible facilities or 
personalised assistance. 

Finally, reflecting on the adoption of airport ethnography, this methodology may 
pose various challenges and require ethical considerations inherent in studying such
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complex spaces. The dynamic and fast-paced nature of airports often present difficul-
ties in capturing comprehensive data within limited timeframes, while ensuring the 
privacy and confidentiality of participants may require careful navigation. Addition-
ally, the diverse and transient nature of airport travelers can also present challenges 
in participant selection and data collection. Despite these challenges, the adoption of 
airport ethnography methodology offers numerous advantages and opportunities for 
innovation. Through immersing researchers in the airport environment, deep insights 
into traveler experiences, behaviors, and interactions can be gained, which tradi-
tional research methods may overlook. This approach allowed us to uncover nuanced 
patterns and trends in traveler experiences post-COVID-19, informing practical solu-
tions for enhancing the airport journey. Moreover, airport ethnography provides a 
unique opportunity to study the cultural practices and social dynamics unique to 
airports, contributing to a richer understanding of these complex spaces. Embracing 
insights from innovative research methodologies like airport ethnography, airports 
and airlines may better adapt to the evolving needs and expectations of travelers, 
ultimately enhancing the overall airport experience in the African continent. 
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Picturing Pandemics as Urban Disaster: 
Enumerations of Post-Covid Life 
in Informal-Windhoek, Namibia 
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and Malcon L. Mazambani 

Abstract Historically, pandemics have had critical influences on the development 
of human societies. It can impact social cohesion, politics, economic productivity, 
and population growth (among many other factors). Following the outbreak of the 
COVID-19 pandemic between March 2020 and December 2021, Namibia faced a 
tumultuous and wide-ranging shock. Due to its high morbidity and mortality rates, 
curfews and states of emergency were declared in the country. Although the pandemic 
is now in its post-outbreak period, its effect remains poorly researched. This chapter 
evaluates the post-COVID situation in Namibia’s city of Windhoek. It situates the 
COVID-19 pandemic as a disaster combining biological threats with various vulner-
abilities, such as the organizational and response capacity of socio-spatial systems, 
including urban informality. The chapter used visual illustrations to show Wind-
hoek’s pandemic situation as a reflection of a one-city two-system city consisting of 
formal and informal experiences. It also used vignettes from Namibia’s Newspapers 
to depict the post-COVID life of the informal settlements of Windhoek. It prescribed 
measures for making COVID-stressed cities more resilient to pandemic disasters. 

Keywords Covid-19 · Community · Enumerations · Informal settlements ·
Namibia · Okahandja · Pandemic · Town planning · Urban disaster ·Windhoek 

1 Background and Approach to the Study 

The World Health Organization (WHO), on the 5th of May 2023, ended the global 
emergency status for COVID-19 more than three years after its original declaration. 
There is no better period to make a renewed sense of planning and development for 
post-pandemic cities than now. Cities have been identified as the epicentres of new
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pandemics, with the “worst fears of unprecedented health havoc” caused in informal 
settlements worldwide [1, p. 115]. 

The number of people living in urban areas is not only increasing around the 
world. The population of Namibians that reside in urban areas, incredibly informal 
settlements, is ever-growing. Tackling this challenge through good urban governance 
has always posed a challenge in Namibia. 

When the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic emerged in 2020, it was a big 
concern to all-urban planners, policymakers, city administrators and informal settlers 
worldwide. The pandemic affected Namibia—one of Sub-Saharan Africa’s least 
populated countries—with almost 50% of the population now living in urban areas. 
Due to the seriousness of the pandemic, scholars in different fields have studied 
its nature, occurrence, and impacts [2–5]. Within this brief period, studies on the 
outbreak of COVID-19 or Coronavirus have “evolved in the aspects of information 
update on deaths and casualties, and the search for medically certified preventive 
and curative measures” [6]. In urban studies, it has extended into informal settle-
ment upgrading. However, studies on the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on 
urban residents, especially informal settlement dwellers, “remains poorly explored” 
in Namibia. The study presented in this chapter aims to contribute to knowledge on 
how to better proof cities to be resilient to future pandemic disasters. The focus is 
on informal settlements in Windhoek, Namibia. 

Not much has been written about Windhoek’s or Namibia’s COVID-19 pandemic 
experience in the context of planning and development for post-pandemic cities. This 
chapter fills this gap by assessing the COVID-19 situation in the informal section of 
the city of Windhoek. By way of approach, the chapter is a descriptive qualitative 
urban community evaluation of life under COVID-19 in Windhoek, Namibia, post-
COVID. It used conventional literature to argue and establish that the COVID-19 
pandemic is a disaster, just like earthquakes, volcanoes and tsunamis. It used visual 
illustrations to show Windhoek’s pandemic situation as a reflection of a one-city, two-
system city consisting of formal and informal experiences. It used grey literature 
to evaluate the COVID-19 pandemic post-COVID situation in Namibia’s city of 
Windhoek. The grey literature used is Namibia’s national newspapers, where extracts 
or vignettes were used to depict residents’ experiences in Windhoek’s section. It also 
used vignettes from Namibia’s Newspapers to describe the post-COVID life of the 
informal section of Windhoek. A vignette is a short piece of writing that does not 
have a beginning, middle, or end but focuses on a specific moment. 

The chapter is divided into five sections. The following section (that is, Sect. 2) 
uses existing literature to frame the COVID-19 pandemic as a viral disaster. This 
conceptual framing is crucial to understanding why the pandemic is only one of many 
diseases that have devastated the world in the history of humanity. It also shows that 
pandemic situations are nothing new to humans. Still, the human response to it has 
been the problem. Section 3 deals with the issue of urban informality and COVID-19 
in Namibia. This is followed by a presentation of Namibia’s post-COVID experience
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(Sect. 4). The experience reflects on the informal section of Windhoek as a pandemic-
stressed city. Based on Windhoek’s experience, the last section (Sect. 5) prescribes 
measures for making COVID-stressed cities (such as Windhoek) more resilient to 
disease disasters. 

2 Grasping COVID-19 as a Viral Disaster: Natural 
or Human-Caused? 

Positively or negatively, disease outbreaks play a crucial role in shaping human 
societal development [7]. Just like other natural and human-made disasters, diseases 
can cause displacements, poverty, inadequate housing, environmental degradation, 
poor sanitation and vulnerability to future disasters, among other havoc capable 
of impeding the achievement of the development objectives. Natural disasters that 
cause setbacks in spatial development include hurricanes, earthquakes, landslides, 
tsunamis, droughts, tornadoes, flooding, violent volcanoes, avalanches, and many 
others [8]. Human-made disasters capable of causing similar effects, including gas 
leaks or use of oil spills, biological weapons, forest fires or wild-fires, wars, terrorism, 
gaseous explosions, and nuclear meltdowns, among many others [9]. This study 
considers a disease to be a disaster. 

A summary of significant disease disasters recorded in medical and public health 
literature [10–12], as compiled in Fig. 1, indicates that disease disasters have been 
part of humankind, from earliest times until today. 

The critical inferences from the disease disaster compilation are sixfold. First, 
disease disasters, like other natural disasters, have been named in the past based on 
their geographical origins. Second, they have often occurred in ways like earthquakes,

Fig. 1 Outlook of prominent disease disasters in the history of humanity. Source Authors’ 
illustration 
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volcanoes, floods, and other natural disasters. That is, they ravage their geography 
and leave behind human casualties. Third, the magnitude of deaths over time depends 
on the availability of preventive, mitigative and curative means or resources. Fourth, 
they can occur and reoccur. For instance, Cholera has hit the world more than six 
times, and the great plagues hit the world more than two times [13, 14]. Fifth (with 
a focus on death tolls), some earlier disease disasters (such as the Bubonic plague, 
Smallpox, Spanish flu, and the Justinian plague) make the Ebola and the HIV— 
human immunodeficiency virus, which can lead to AIDS or acquired immunode-
ficiency syndrome—outbreaks seem medically tolerable. According to the United 
States President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief [15], 8.45% of Namibia’s popu-
lation live with HIV/AIDS. The disease was responsible for about 3165 deaths in 
2022. This means that HIV/AIDS remains a viral disaster in Namibia post-COVID. 
Sixth, unlike the later disease disasters (in the past 100 years), the earlier disas-
ters were more regional than global in their impacts. Another crucial experience 
discernible from all the earlier disease disasters is that people or societies do not 
have to be at the origin of a disease to be affected by ill health or discomforts caused 
by the disaster it brings. This is exemplified by the 2019 novel coronavirus disease 
(COVID-19) outbreak in Wuhan (China), which spread quickly worldwide. On this 
basis, COVID-19 can be considered a viral disaster. 

There have been speculations, and even debates, on whether the COVID-19 
pandemic is human-manufactured or naturally occurring [16, 17]. Findings from 
the Scripps Research Institute1 have confirmed that it has natural origins and was 
not made in a laboratory or artificial setting, as some people have speculated [18]. 
Whether the COVID-19 pandemic was a natural or unnatural disaster is not the 
interest of this chapter because it does not matter. In the context of this study, what 
matters is the havoc it caused and how it has affected the lives of people in Windhoek. 

3 The Informal-Windhoek and COVID-19 in Namibia 

Urban planning in Namibia, to most scholars, can be summarised to mean putting 
the country’s future into consideration for development [19]. This broad planning 
perspective, consciously or unconsciously, embraces segregation as part of urban 
planning. This is more unconscious than conscious in Namibia due to the country’s 
history of segregation, a legacy of its colonial apartheid past. Consequently, the city 
of Windhoek has an inherent urban segregation pattern, reflected in a feature that 
excludes or hinders certain groups from accessing services, activities and spaces. 
Therefore, several scholars have described this Windhoek-style (un)planned urban 
system pattern with various nomenclatures or phrased descriptions. Friedman [20, 
p. 1] called it a system which “entrenches economic and political inequality” and

1 Scripps Research is ranked the most influential institution in the world for its impact on innovation. 
The have advanced profound innovations that improve wellbeing, including breakthrough studies 
that address the world’s most pressing health concerns. 
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helps guarantee “people’s economic and social marginalisation.” Chigbu [21, p. 276] 
describes it as a place that needs to foster a “sense of place in the planning and 
designing.” 

The city is a damningly unequal space for Namibians. Jauch [22] considered it an 
urban system whose social fabric remains racially disjointed, partly due to the sepa-
rateness in planning and its associated effect on human interactions. Mphambukeli 
[23, p. 1] identified it as a planning system rooted in separation, racial segrega-
tion and the exclusivity of one section of the society (and the space they occupy) 
over the others. Kohima et al. [19] called it “one-city two-system planning.” This 
study broadly refers to it as a formal-and-informal system—meaning that the city 
is demarcated in formal and informal patterns—promoting urban segregation and 
space exclusivity. 

3.1 Overview of Informal-Windhoek: Characteristics 
and Conditions 

The City of Windhoek was founded in 1890 and now inhabits a quarter of Namibia’s 
2.6 million population. It has been the hallmark of Namibia’s evolution to urbanisa-
tion since 1928 [24]. It has become the commercial, industrial, and administrative 
hub of Namibia in its 130-year history. It is the political, administrative, social, and 
economic capital of Namibia. Like many sub-Saharan African cities, it is a city 
“which is a product of the colonial era, and its development was initiated by Whites” 
[25, p. 1]. The urban spatial anthropology of Windhoek allows for an understanding 
of how Windhoek’s colonial city governance has evolved. A look at the current 
socio-spatial structure of Windhoek reflects its formal and informal landscape. 

From an urban planning perspective, the city of Windhoek has continuously devel-
oped along “formal” and “informal” lines. The formal section of the city areas 
is duly planned and serviced according to the city’s planning specifications. The 
informal part of the city is where residents live in unplanned and unserviced quar-
ters (i.e., informal settlements). Like in any other sub-Saharan African country, the 
informal settlements in Namibia have always been the hubs of poor health and sani-
tation. Efforts to tackle informal settlement growth in Namibia have had historical 
difficulties. 

Frames a–d (in Fig. 2) comprise four (4) photos and depict the risky environment 
where most informal settlements are located in Okahandja within the Windhoek 
area—which is characterised by a gross lack of planning, infrastructure and other 
essential urban services. Okahandja is one of the settlements where the land and 
housing insecurity level is high around Windhoek. According to one of Namibia’s 
national newspapers, The Namibian [26], during the COVID-19 pandemic, the 
Okahandja Medical Centre had a capacity of fifteen (15) medical beds and a mortuary 
capacity of 35 bodies, with less than ten (10) doctors and nurses.
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Frame a: Picture depicting waste disposal in the Ekunde 1 Informal Settlement. Note that the waste disposal site 

is directly within the living and open spaces ©Photograph by authors. 

Frame b: Picture showing a distant view of the environmental landscape of the Okahandja Park Informal 

Settlement. The settlement is sandwiched between erosion and landslide-prone foothills. Note that the houses are 

made of corrugated iron sheets — ©Photograph by authors. 

Frame c: Picture showing a closer view of the state of housing in the Okahandja Park Informal Settlement. Note 

its poorly serviced substandard housing in a highly unhealthy and unsafe landscape — ©Photograph by authors. 

Frame d: Picture showing a view of an open bush for defecation due to a lack of toilets in the informal settlement 

of Ekunde 1. Note the aerial view of the state of housing in the settlement — ©photograph by authors. 

Fig. 2 Pictorial representations (Frames a–d) of Okahandja Park and Ekunde 1 Informal Settle-
ments in Windhoek
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The informal settlements in Windhoek and its suburbs are the areas with the 
highest growth rates in town in Namibia [27]. They also constitute the low and 
ultra-low incomes areas of the Windhoek area. 

Figure 3 is the map of Windhoek showing the current city layout and a socio-
spatial characterisation of the city plan. An aerial view of the city still clearly depicts 
the high-density western and low-density eastern parts. On the upper left of the 
map are Katutura and Khomasdal, and the old location of the former black-only 
neighbourhood later relocated to Katutura. During Namibia’s apartheid and colonial 
periods, segregationist policies were enforced to ensure that whites’ and ‘non-whites’ 
did not mix. Hence, urban planning was used to make spaces and infrastructure serve 
as objects of segregation in the city.

The informal-Windhoek represents the section of the city of Windhoek (that is, 
the Western part of Windhoek in Fig. 2) where informal settlements (depicted with 
green circles in Fig. 2) dominate the spatial and aspatial landscape of the city. The 
east (formal side of the city) still serves as the place of employment for most city 
residents. In its current spatial form, the main road (known in Namibia as B1) cuts the 
city into two parts, indirectly creating two cities in one [19]. The east side functionally 
serves the upper/middle class, and the western side serves the middle/lower class and 
constitutes the section of informal settlement proliferation. 

3.2 Informal Settlements in Informal-Windhoek 

Informal settlements have been defined in numerous ways. The common descrip-
tion that is rare in the most scholarly cited definitions relates to the housing standard 
issue. Most definitions of informal settlements recognise them as “areas within cities” 
which consist of “substandard housing” in “poorly serviced and/or overcrowded, 
and therefore unhealthy, unsafe, and socially undesirable” [28, p. 383]. From a plan-
ning perspective—informal settlements constitute a planning problem)—informal 
settlements emerged because of poor urban management, leading to socio-spatial 
exclusions. Many governments have moved from eviction-related approaches to 
more focused, inclusive methods [29]. The more inclusive practices relate to self-
help community development strategies, gendered techniques, in-situ upgrading and 
relocation, and many others [30–32]. 

The reasons behind the expansion of informal settlements in Windhoek are histor-
ical and structural. From the structural dimensions, informal settlements in Wind-
hoek are due to uncontrolled urban expansion or sprawl, the increasing population 
within an unorganised physical urban structure exacerbated by poor infrastructure 
[19, 33]. From a historical development perspective, informal settlement prolifera-
tion in Namibia is attributable to the country’s transition from a “rural-based society 
to one based largely in urban areas” [34, p. 1].  

From a structural dimension, the informal settlement is characterised by a lack 
of land ownership by settlers, the temporary nature of building materials, a lack of 
infrastructure and poor hygienic conditions. Corrugated iron is the primary building
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Fig. 3 Map of Windhoek depicting the formal and informal suburbs. Source Authors’ illustration

material used in these settlements for houses or shacks because it is cheap to source 
[35]. They are easy to erect within a day or two. They can also be easily moved. The 
materials can also pitch a new structure in a different location. 

Most importantly, “local authorities also tolerate corrugated iron in informal settle-
ments, where the use of permanent construction materials for houses is often prohib-
ited” [34, p. 25]. Tenure insecurity (lack of tenure security) is critical in informal
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settlements. People in informal settlements in Windhoek have no tenure security on 
the land they are using [36]. This means that residents of these settlements “are not 
eligible for freehold title and do not have formal tenure security over the land on 
which they are built [34, p. 26]. They have no access to energy for cooking. Many 
of them depend on firewood for their cooking needs. 

In most cases, they must often fetch firewood from naturally wooded areas around 
their settlement. Private and shared flush toilets are also prevalent in the settlements. 
For most of them, using a bush for a toilet or open defecation is a reality. These 
have negative hygiene or sanitary implications on the health of informal settlement 
residents. As one woman described the hygiene situation in the Namibian Newspaper 
[37], going to the bush is so dirty and dangerous that “I used to make my children 
do number two (poop) in a plastic bag, and throw it away (the flying toilets).” 

Despite their deplorable socio-spatial conditions, the informal section of Wind-
hoek (spatially located on the west side of Windhoek) is an active socio-economic 
space because it comprises populations of people from different works of life. Like 
many informal settlements elsewhere, it is constantly involved in livelihood-related 
activities [38]. However, these activities are impeded by inadequate socio-economic 
and appropriate spatial planning and tenure security on land or property rights 
[39]. Efforts to improve people’s living conditions in informal settlements (informal 
settlement upgrading) have shifted over time. 

Informal settlements emerged in Namibia due to unplanned occupation by people 
eager to migrate to cities. This led to people living in places with no recognised 
street addresses or any form of officially recognised addresses. Based on this situ-
ation, the informal settlements are excluded from spatial developmental plans by 
local authorities. Although inclusive approaches to informal settlement upgrading 
are now being applied in Namibia, there have been incidences of evictions. In Katima 
Mulilo, a town council demolished structures in an area identified for upgrading 
[40]. This incident raised a public outcry that led to Namibia’s national government 
issuing a directive to all local authorities to desist from using evictions as a solution 
to informal settlement upgrading. By heeding this directive, Windhoek’s develop-
ment and upgrading policy incorporates informal settlements within its development 
structures, presenting different planning areas to be assisted through various stages 
of upgrading [41]. This has also led to the more collaborative implementation of 
informal settlement upgrading in Windhoek. For instance, Kohima et al. [40, p. 4]  
noted that “in 2021, the government implemented the informal settlement upgrading 
project in partnership with the National Housing Enterprise and City of Windhoek.” 
Despite this effort, this project had its limitations. It only considered those with access 
to title deeds and ignored others—even though they might have had other forms of 
land documents to prove their occupation and use of land. However, this is changing. 
Municipal authorities now apply land recordation approaches as a precondition for 
informally issuing certificates of recognition to residents occupying the land. This 
practice is essential because land documents and records prove land occupation in 
informal settlements. 

The concept of the informality of settlements in Namibia is linked to the country’s 
colonial apartheid system, which encouraged spatial inequality. However, Namibia’s
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proliferation of informal settlements is linked to its post-colonial practice of reception 
areas in Windhoek. Between 1991 and 1994, the City of Windhoek established so-
called ‘reception areas’ to accommodate poor in-migrants temporarily to relocate 
them to permanent areas once they were available [42, p. 23]. Section 91(A) of the 
Local Authority Act No. 23 of 1992 gives power to municipalities and town councils 
to set aside reception areas [43, p. 92] by stating that: 

(1) A municipal council and a town council may, in its local authority area, set aside reception 
areas for the construction and erection of informal housing structures or buildings. (2) for 
the purposes of subsection (1), “informal housing structures or buildings” means structures 
or buildings of a temporary nature which are not dwelling houses, incremental houses or 
initial self-help dwellings as contemplated in the National Housing Development Act, 2000. 

The implementation (or application) of the prescription of this legislation has not been 
efficient within the context of informal settlement proliferation in Windhoek. Weber 
and Mendelsohn [34] found that higher demand overgrew land supply. This meant that 
the local authority, which has the mandate to allocate and service land, has struggled 
to meet the challenges posed by the increasing demand for land. There has been a 
higher demand for housing “due to the internal growth of the households and the 
increased urbanisation” [40, p. 5]. To address the challenges of informal settlements, 
controlled entry to the informal settlements was introduced. Controlled access was 
considered a strategic intervention to minimise land invasion by allowing households 
with a genuine need for accommodation in designated buffer zones—called reception 
areas—permission to enter informal settlements based on the availability of land for 
residential purposes [24]. Windhoek developed several formal low-income housing 
schemes between 1991 and 1999. 

During this period, the serviced plots provided by the city became unafford-
able to most people experiencing poverty while the influx of poor urban migrants 
continued. In response to this, the municipality developed three reception areas that 
were intended to be temporary. According to the World Bank [44], in 1992, the first 
reception area (then known as Big Bend but now called Havana) was established. 
Another reception (Okuryangava Extension 6, locally known as Babylon and Kili-
mandjaro) was later established. Later (in 1998), a third reception area ( four blocks) 
was developed in a suburb of Windhoek called Goreangab. The set-up of these recep-
tion areas was a top-down emergency initiative for minimising the proliferation of 
informal settlements. “These areas consisted of tracts of land where earth roads were 
cut to a rudimentary layout, lifeline water supply was provided and, in some cases, 
communal toilet facilities were also provided” [40, p. 6]. People settled in shacks of 
corrugated metal sheeting on plots of 300 square meters, set out in blocks [44]. Since 
this intervention assumed that informal settlement was a temporary problem, it has 
not been sustainable as the growth of informal settlements in Namibia has continued 
to be more permanent. Namibia’s concept of the reception area was based on a further 
assumption that people would be resettled following the ‘Windhoek City Council 
Squatter Policy’ of that time. This was not successful. The city authority could not 
contain growth within the planned boundaries of the reception areas. “Instead, what 
ended up happening was that the areas attracted further settlers even before the sites
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had been laid out or could be provided with rudimentary services” [40, p. 6].  The  
failure of the reception area approach to the control of informal settlement caused the 
City of Windhoek to develop new policies and strategies. However, it led to spiralling 
informal settlements in the city’s westside. 

Figure 4 comprises 4 photo frames (a–d), representing the Okahandja Park and 
Ekunde 2 Informal Settlements. Despite the lack of planning (including infrastructure 
and other essential urban services), residents try to ensure a liveable environment.

Looking at the photos (Frames a–d), one can conclude, from a planning perspec-
tive, that informal settlements in Windhoek are where spatially isolated people are 
confined in constricted spaces far removed from the bubbles of the city. These people 
live in these isolated spaces because they cannot access their land. Yet, they try to 
make their environment as liveable as possible. However, when there is no formal 
planning, it is difficult for residents to adhere to formal rules and regulations. The 
consequence of this approach is that in Windhoek, 85% of the informal settlers do 
not own the land they occupy in informal settlements [45]. Existing data indicate 
that 2004, informal settlers constituted about 29% of Windhoek’s population of over 
250,000 [46]. This rose to 40% in 2018 and has increased to 45% today. These 
settlements have limited access to public municipal services and continue to grow 
exponentially. 

3.3 The COVID-19 Scenarios in Informal-Windhoek 

The conditions of informal settlements in Windhoek (as shown in the photos) are 
so unplanned that they are (and will be) vulnerable to any virus-related pandemic 
disaster. Corburn [47] linked planners’ poor roles in urban management to the diffi-
culty in managing COVID-19 in informal settlements. Corburn [47, p. 1] asked:  
“How can modern city planning, a profession that emerged in the late nineteenth 
century intending to improve the health of the least well-off urban residents but lost 
this focus throughout the twentieth century, return to its health and social justice 
roots?” This question, which directly hit at the heart of planning, raised the issue of 
“(re)considering urban planning interventions” in managing a viral disaster (such as 
the COVID-19) in cities [1, p. 115]. In raising this question, Corburn and Sverdlik 
[48] identified a link between living in informal settlements and human health. Many 
other scholars agree with this assertion. Raju and Ayeb-Karlsson [5] have noted 
the health vulnerabilities of informal settlements to diseases. Ezeh et al. [49] and 
Corburn et al. [50] labelled them unhealthy places. This label has merits because 
informal settlements are places of high densities, infrastructure deficits, and economic 
deprivation. 

As in every other part of the world facing informal settlement challenges, informal 
settlements in Windhoek are not liveable (from a planning perspective). They are 
settlements where people experiencing poverty live. Liveability—a factor of adequate 
living conditions usually compromised in informal settlements—hinges on providing 
housing, infrastructure, and livelihood opportunities. A typical depiction of life in
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Frame a: Picture showing a distant view of the environmental landscape of the Okahandja Park Informal 

Settlement. Note that the houses are made of corrugated iron sheets. The settlement is sandwiched between erosion 

and landslide-prone foothills — ©Photograph by authors. 

Frame b: Picture showing the provision of public water supply systems. A communal water tap in the Ekunde 2 

informal settlement — ©Photograph by authors. 

Frame c: Picture showing a closer view of the typical state of housing in the Ekunde 2 Informal Settlement. Despite 

its poorly serviced substandard housing made of corrugated iron sheets, residents paint their houses colourfully to 

enhance architectural aesthetics — ©Photograph by authors. 

Frame d: Picture showing the Ekunde 2 informal settlement where, despite their unplanned environment, they use 

local efforts to ensure a clean environment post-COVID. However, this is not sustainable due to a lack of formal 

planning. Note its poorly serviced substandard housing made of corrugated iron sheets — ©Photograph by authors. 

Fig. 4 Pictorial representations (Frames a–d) of Okahandja Park and Ekunde 2 Informal Settle-
ments in Windhoek
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informal settlements in Windhoek is where people live in shacks without electricity or 
regular tap water. Where these amenities are provided, they are shared as community 
facilities. For instance, where there is a toilet in informal settlements, they have shared 
toilets that are available at the rate of 1 bathroom to more than 200 persons (1:100). In 
an extreme situation, an informal settlement in Windhoek can be described as a place 
where a household of seven people could be living in a small shack, bushes are used 
as toilet, and water taps are non-existent. In these places, houses become damaged 
after each rain, and the informal settlers are barred from renovating their homes due 
to municipal regulations. The renovation of informal structures in the exact location 
is allowed only if the structure owner gets authorisation from the leadership of the 
community and the municipal authority. Such permission is necessary so that the 
community leadership and the municipal management can inform the police [35]. 
Without informing the policy through this procedure, the police can arrest anyone 
engaged in such renovations. 

The emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic added more liveability burdens to 
Windhoek’s informal settlements. The first case of COVID-19 was reported on the 
13th of March 2020. “This was an imported case of a Romanian couple (a 35-year-old 
man and a 25-year-old woman) who travelled from Madrid, Spain via Doha, Qatar” 
[51, p. 25]. The pandemic either caused or exacerbated the following problems. 

1. Declaration of the State of Emergency: The national government declared a state 
of restricted emergency movements and introduced lockdown measures [52]. 

2. Introduction of strict hygiene measures: During the pandemic, the government 
initiated stringent social distancing measures and limited mobility interventions. 

3. Urban workers retrenched from formal employment: Due to the stay-at-home 
measures introduced by the government, employing agencies (especially in 
the private sector) retrenched [4]. This exacerbated the already burgeoning 
unemployment in the city. 

4. Negatively unstable economic growth recorded: Namibia’s pre-COVID 
economic growth rate forecast fluctuated from 1.5% in 2020 to −6.9% in the 
post-COVID period of 2021 [53]. 

5. Food Insecurity increased: About 36 per cent of the total population of Namibia 
(nearly 290,000 people) became food insecure, “21 per cent moderately and 15 
per cent severely food insecure” [51, p. 25].  

6. Namibia’s school feeding schemes stopped: The pandemic led to the halting of 
Namibia’s nationwide government school feeding programme [3]. 

7. Cemeteries in Windhoek became fully utilised. The municipal authority had to 
resort to cremation to bury the dead. 

8. High crimes, gender-based violence and teenage pregnancies increased [54]. 

COVID-19, a viral disaster, continued to shake up the urban health terrain of Namibia 
until a comprehensive vaccine-based solution was implemented. The recovery plan 
has involved strict funding, policy changes and engagement in coping behaviour. 
These challenges had (and still have) tremendously negative impacts on an already 
stressed Namibian economy [2]. The viral disaster had at least four distinct peaks 
over its occurrence. Its aftershocks, which are still being felt, can be explained
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from economic, environmental and social perspectives. However, as the focus of this 
chapter is limited to post-COVID life in informal-Windhoek, the chapter proceeds 
by providing scenarios of life as influenced by COVID-19. 

4 Post-COVID Scenarios in the Informal-Windhoek 

The post-COVID challenges of informal-Windhoek can be viewed from different 
perspectives. This chapter adopts a current analysis of print media depictions of life in 
informal-Windhoek (newspaper) during the period of ten months (January to October 
2022). The scenarios in this chapter are derived from three prominent newspapers 
in Namibia. These include The Namibian2 and the New Era3 Newspapers. In this 
regard, Table 1 depicts the background (general) scenarios caused by COVID-19, 
which affected informal-Windhoek.

Any general adverse effect caused by the COVID-19 pandemic has more signifi-
cant specific negative urban development consequences in the informal part of Wind-
hoek. An analytical understanding of the COVID-19 scenarios shown in Table 1 
leads to one profound inference. These scenarios are the foundation for the recent 
experience of COVID-19 in informal-Windhoek. They also present a platform for 
understanding the current (and specifically relevant) lived experiences influenced by 
COVID-19 in informal-Windhoek, as presented below. 

Cuts in government expenditure momentarily halted school feeding 
programmes: In the Namibian Newspaper (09/06/2022), a 12-year pupil from the 
informal-Windhoek noted: “When the pandemic started, we were told to go home, 
and when we came back, they were no longer giving us food at the kitchen.” Further 
consequences, as reported by the pupil, are that: “Some of the kids who used to get 
food from there stopped coming to school, and the ones who wanted to share their 
lunch boxes with others were told they could not because it would spread the virus.” 
According to one of the teachers from this primary school, “The programme does 
not only help children from the school but also helps the community. Children from 
outside the school also come to eat.” The teacher noted, “When the soft porridge is 
served, I see students come in huge numbers. Some children will even tell the teachers 
they did not attend school because there was nothing to eat.” 

Informal economic activities: About 60% of Namibia’s employed population is in 
informal employment—these include informal trading, which is the primary source 
of livelihood in the informal settlements [57, p. 154]. In terms of business, the 
informal economy operators in Namibia are Namibians (96.5%), mainly women

2 The Namibian is the largest daily newspaper in Namibia. It is published in English and Oshiwambo 
languages. 
3 The New Era is a daily national newspaper owned by the government of Namibia. It publishes 
in English and five Indigenous languages: Otjiherero, Oshiwambo, Damara/Nama, Silozi, and 
Khwedam. 
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Table 1 Media representation of COVID-19 and its effects in informal-Windhoek 

Scenarios of COVID-19 were reported in The 
Namibian and New Era Newspapers 

Direct effect on informal-Windhoek 
(based on overall content analysis) 

4065 Namibian lives lost More than 3200 lives were lost in the informal 
settlements. This reflects nearly 80% of 
COVID-19 deaths in Namibia 

More than 45,000 jobs were lost More than 43,600 reported jobs are lost by 
people living in informal settlements. This 
reflects nearly 97% of jobs lost as a result of 
COVID-19 

The COVID-19 pandemic has exposed 
inadequate health and sanitation facilities at 
educational establishments 

The residents in informal settlements were 
restricted to poorer health and sanitation 
facilities. Lockdowns meant pupils who used 
to access food through school feeding 
programmes lost such access 

800 days of prioritising COVID-19-related 
regulations to contain the spread of the virus 

“Lockdowns and restrictions caused close to 
15,000 Namibians to lose their jobs. This 
figure excludes the informal sector, which was 
not allowed to operate during the height of the 
pandemic this year” [55, p. 6]  

200,000 more Namibians are being pushed into 
poverty in urban areas 

The informal settlement residents were already 
in abject poverty before COVID-19. Their 
chair of this poverty push can only be described 
as a degeneration from poor to ultra-poor 

1,6 million people in Namibia are living in 
poverty country-wide 

Up to 50% of people experiencing poverty in 
Namibia live in informal settlements 

Real gross domestic product contracted by 
8.5%. The rebound is expected to be slower 
than initially expected, with growth projected 
at 1.2% in 2021 and 2.4% in 2022 

Based on the abovementioned indices, the real 
gross domestic product contractions will 
decrease in informal settlements (in individual 
income, production, and residents’ sales). This 
may lead to an upward push in unemployment 
rates in the informal sector since it relies on 
formal sector demands for informal services 

58% of Namibians are food insecure, 
translating to about 1.5 million hungry people 

According to a separate study conducted by the 
United Nations Development Programme, the 
pandemic has pushed the informal sector back 
into survival mode, relative poverty and 
unemployment. At least 51.9% of the working 
population in Namibia earn their livelihoods in 
the informal economy [56] 

As of the 9th of October 2022, a total of 
958,674 vaccine doses have been administered. 
The vaccination rate was less than 36% 

Most of those hesitant to take the vaccine live 
in informal settlements and believe in 
conspiracy theories surrounding the emergence 
of COVID-19. This also means that any new 
wave in the spread of the pandemic will 
drastically affect those in the informal 
settlements

(continued)
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Table 1 (continued)

Scenarios of COVID-19 were reported in The
Namibian and New Era Newspapers

Direct effect on informal-Windhoek
(based on overall content analysis)

To help contain the spread of the virus, the 
government has spent N$300 million (about 
US$16.3 million) on vaccines against 
COVID-19 

This could be money that could have been 
spent on informal settlement upgrading or any 
other initiatives that would benefit people 
living in informal settlements in Namibia 

Namibia’s economic growth outlook is subject 
to significant uncertainty given the unknown 
profile of the pandemic and the likelihood of 
further restrictions in activity if additional 
infection waves surface 

Those living in informal settlements are the 
most at risk (in terms of facing uncertainty) of 
any future COVID-19 wave or any new viral 
disaster 

There is no ‘policy certainty’ on COVID-19 As above

(69.3%) and mostly hold junior secondary education levels (41.1%) [58]. According 
to a report by the Namibian Newspaper (09/06/2022): “A study conducted by the 
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) revealed that revenue for men 
who own businesses in the informal sector decreased to N$2770 (about USA$152.45) 
per month, while women’s monthly income dropped to N$1350.53 (about US$74.33) 
after COVID-19 restrictions were lifted. Before the pandemic, businesses owned by 
men made about N$6873.25 (about $378.42) per month, and women-headed enter-
prises earned an average revenue of N$3254.71 (about US$179.19).” This scenario 
indicates a decline in people’s entrepreneurial profits in informal settlements. It also 
points to women being the most affected. This means that the core of the households 
in the informal settlements has been seriously affected by income generation and 
food insecurity. 

A mix of potentially good and bad post-COVID recovery policies for informal 
settlements: Namibia’s national governments and municipal authorities treat the 
urban informal economy as undesirable. This emanates from the highly restrictive 
planning measures that limit the opportunity of informal settlers to exercise their 
rights and privileges as urban settlers. Various mixes of policies have been introduced 
post-COVID. The New Era Newspaper (01/08/2022) reported, “The municipality 
of Windhoek is planning to formulate a new policy to prohibit home shops from 
operating in residential areas.” This expected policy has unsettled many people 
in informal settlements since all use their residential shacks as places of business. 
While this policy has not been implemented (expected to be abandoned), many in 
the informal settlements feel more vulnerable now. 

Further reports relate to finalising a policy document that will assist in trans-
forming Namibia’s informal sector to contribute to the mainstream economy. 
According to the Ministry of Industrialisation and Trade, this policy is “to be accom-
panied by an attendant Act of Parliament later on, which provides ample space for 
ensuring the mainstreaming of incentives and business infrastructure for our MSMEs, 
both formal and informal.” To date, no disaster-preparedness strategies have been 
designed to raise pandemic alerts in informal-Windhoek.
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Health services for informal settlements remain merged with broader health 
care services: Health services for people in informal settlements were not priori-
tised during the peak period of the COVID-19 pandemic. This led to overwhelming 
deaths coming from this section of the urban space. As of 2022, health services for 
informal settlements are still not distinguished from other forms of urban health— 
mainstreaming health services for informal settlers in implementing urban plans 
[1]. 

A summary of the post-COVID life of people in an informal settlement is clearly 
stated in the Namibian (23/08/2022), which noted that: “Lockdown measures imple-
mented by the government aimed at combating the spread of COVID-19 mostly 
affected people living in poverty, who are working in the informal economy, and 
who were the hardest hit by such well-meaning interventions.” Based on the above 
issues discussed, it is reasonable to conclude that informal settlements in informal-
Windhoek are COVID-stressed. COVID stress means they have not entirely (and 
may never) returned to normalcy. The question that arises is, what does normalcy 
mean to informal settlers? 

In informal-Windhoek, normalcy means having adequate housing, enjoying open 
space with infrastructural connections that give a consistent supply of water and 
electricity, and, most of all, enjoying the right to own and exercise land rights securely. 
This definition of normalcy is something they never had and a situation that got 
even worse post-COVID. Therefore, a realistic demand should be that, even in their 
present circumstances, informal settlements should be facilitated to become resilient 
to future diseases or any wave of COVID-19. This cannot be done without secure 
access to land. Doing it requires the formalisation of informal settlements, which is 
an activity that only the government can authorise and facilitate in collaboration with 
communities. 

5 Conclusion: Making a COVID-Stressed 
Informal-Windhoek Resilient 

This chapter has shown that “the COVID-19 pandemic is a disaster that combines a 
biological threat with various vulnerabilities, such as the organizational and response 
capacity of health systems, overcrowding, informality, social work practices, and 
public transport” [59, p. 1]. The difference between the COVID-19 pandemic and 
other disaster is that “unlike other threats such as earthquakes, hurricanes and floods, 
which last for minutes, days, or weeks, an epidemic can last for years” [59, p. 1].  It  
affected all informal settlements in Namibia. Being entirely qualitative—in its struc-
ture, approach and output—this study presented a scenario of post-COVID narratives 
of informal settlers to recommend measures to improve resilience in informal settle-
ments in the city. However, the study is “phenomenological” because it focused on 
the “contextualisation and reporting of experience” [60, p. 6;  61]. While the study’s 
strength hinges on using extracts depicted in the National Newspapers of Namibia
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to present the COVID-19 experiences realistically, its weakness lies in its lack of 
primary empirical data. 

To recommend measures that could improve the resilience of informal settlements 
to a viral disaster, it is essential to grasp further the general circumstances of informal 
settlements in Windhoek. Claims that informal settlements or the informal economy 
is a recent development in Namibia are far from reality for one reason: during coloni-
sation, the colonial administrators considered native settlements where they chose 
not to extend the arm of their laws to be informal. The colonial segregationist plan-
ning system was premised on the categorisation of races. Now, in the post-colonial 
era of Namibia, there is a post-colonial planning system that focuses on cultural 
differences [19]. While this chapter disagrees with such colonial categorisations or 
impressions, it does prove that informality (whether of settlements or economies) 
was not an unknown phenomenon before Namibia’s independence. Namibia’s post-
colonial government must provide an all-embracing leadership that prioritises the 
development of informal settlements in the country’s development. 

While these informal settlements did face a basket of risks during the COVID-
19 pandemic, these communities also showed resilience. Its resilience may have 
been motivated by the country’s experience with previous pandemic outbreaks, such 
as HIV/AIDS. For instance, existing community sensitisation structures used for 
HIV/AIDS helped to reduce the spread of COVID-19 and its associated stigma. 
For its HIV/AIDS programmes, “Namibia has adopted strategies such as the treat-all 
approach, also known as the test and treat strategy, whereby all individuals diagnosed 
HIV positive are immediately initiated on antiretroviral therapy” [62, p. 3].  The  
country applied similar strategies in encouraging citizens to become COVID-19 
aware and undergo testing when ill. 

However, since the usual “normal” of informal settlements is not admirable by 
any standard, transformative resilience is necessary for the future. By transformative 
resilience, rather than returning to the previous “normal,” they need to embrace 
active engagement with other stakeholders in the urban space rather than exist as 
recipients of assistance or aid [63]. In this regard, informal settlements within the 
informal-Windhoek should be facilitated as follows: 

1. (Re)Education, capacity development, capacity building and training on the 
informal settlement upgrading and development will be a starting point for 
improving or building transformative resilience. This must include health 
awareness creation. 

2. There is a need for all (including urban residents, governments and the gener-
ality of urban planners) to change their mindset on the relevance of informal 
settlements. Accepting that the informal settlements (the home of the informal 
economy) are a crucial stakeholder (and sector) in the nation-building and devel-
opment process can lead to a better appreciation of their contribution to a 
country. 

3. The COVID-19 disaster exposed the communication gap between informal settle-
ment organisations (and Civil Society Organisations that promote their welfare)
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and policymakers. Building better relationships and bridging the communica-
tion gap between local government and the informal settlements is crucial for 
boosting human dignity and the informal economy. 

4. An informal-settlement-tailored housing plan is necessary to reorganise sharing 
as a survival strategy in informal settlements. Critical is that efforts at improving 
informal settlements should prioritise sanitation/sanitation and enhance space 
standards that can save a life during viral disasters, such as the one experienced 
with COVID-19. 

5. Based on the lessons learned from the COVID-19 disaster, people in informal 
settlements or organisations representing them should be included in the 
governance and planning processes for urban COVID-19 recovery. 

The above resilience measures have been recommended based on the experience 
of informal settlements in informal-Windhoek, Namibia. However, these measures 
(even within the frame of urban and rural contexts) are expected to be applicable 
elsewhere—in Africa, Asia, Latin America or Australia [63–68]. This is because, 
while informal settlements may differ in their climatic and material landscapes, 
they share familiar challenges in living conditions. They are areas within cities that 
consist of “substandard housing” and that are “poorly serviced and/or overcrowded, 
and therefore unhealthy, unsafe, and socially undesirable” [28, p. 383]. 
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1 Introduction 

The dynamics of cities and mobility systems are undergoing significant transforma-
tion, influenced by a range of factors, notably the COVID-19 pandemic as well as 
the recent energy crisis. Emerging trends such as virtual and hybrid employments 
and the growing reliance on and the convenience associated with e-services, such 
as online groceries and daily shopping, are reshaping mobility patterns and loca-
tional preferences for residences and their functions within the city core and the 
surrounding vicinities [1–3]. The pandemic has highlighted gender disparities, exac-
erbating economic and social inequities. Government-imposed restrictions, imple-
mented globally until the end of the pandemic, have disproportionately impacted 
women, exposing them to gender-based discrimination while impeding their access 
to essential urban services [4, 5]. Among others, the pandemic has caused gender 
impacts that the functional urban areas will need to consider; especially, the increase 
in gender and economic-social inequity [6, 7]. Metropolitan areas, in particular, 
face significant challenges in providing access to vital resources such as health-
care, education, and digital infrastructure, disproportionately affecting vulnerable 
populations. 

The COVID-19 pandemic and its aftermath have catalyzed unprecedented trans-
formations in employment dynamics, residential preferences, and mobility behaviors, 
reshaping the fabric of urban life. Practices such as remote work, distance learning, 
and virtual socialization, necessitated by the pandemic, have permeated into the 
post-pandemic era, fundamentally altering traditional modes of work, education, 
and social interaction [8, 9]. Concurrently, the confluence of escalating fuel costs 
and economic uncertainties has placed considerable strain on conventional modes of 
daily commuting, prompting a surge in the popularity of alternative transportation 
modes such as walking, scooters, and electric bikes in pursuit of cost savings and 
convenience. 

Furthermore, the proliferation of hybrid and remote employment opportuni-
ties has prompted a paradigm shift in residential choices, with many individuals 
opting to migrate away from densely populated city cores and other vicinities. This 
exodus from urban centers has been fueled by the allure of reduced living expenses, 
including substantial savings in rent and property ownership costs, as well as the 
newfound flexibility afforded by remote work arrangements. Consequently, this shift 
has unleashed ripple effects across various dimensions, impacting real estate markets, 
urban growth dynamics, and investment strategies at both individual and institutional 
levels, thereby reshaping daily mobility patterns and altering the spatial configuration 
of cities [1, 10]. As cities grapple with the far-reaching implications of these transfor-
mative trends, it becomes imperative to critically assess their ramifications for urban 
development and planning strategies. Understanding the interplay between evolving 
employment patterns, shifting residential preferences, and changing mobility behav-
iors is essential for fostering sustainable and resilient urban environments in the 
post-pandemic era.
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The post-pandemic landscape has witnessed notable shifts in residential pref-
erences and mobility behaviors, necessitating a re-evaluation of urban planning 
paradigms. Adapting to these changes is crucial for fostering sustainable and resilient 
cities. Understanding evolving residential patterns and transportation preferences is 
vital for developing infrastructure and policies that promote environmental sustain-
ability, social equity, and economic resilience. Insights from studies such as [11] 
and [12] highlight the importance of addressing these dynamics to ensure cities can 
effectively respond to future challenges and thrive in the post-pandemic era. This 
necessitates a multidisciplinary approach that integrates insights from urban plan-
ning, transportation engineering, economics, sociology, and environmental science 
domains to inform policy decisions and shape the future trajectory of urban and 
territorial landscapes. Therefore, this paper attempts to underscore and respond to 
the following critical questions:

• In the post-pandemic era, what strategies can cities employ to adjust their urban 
infrastructure and transportation systems to align with evolving mobility patterns 
and promote sustainable modes of transportation?

• What approaches can urban planners and policymakers utilize to foster inclusive 
and equitable urban development amidst evolving residential preferences and 
spatial dynamics?

• In what ways can cities leverage emerging technologies and data-driven method-
ologies to streamline land use planning, enhance urban resilience, and cater to the 
evolving requirements of varied urban communities? 

2 Transformational Mobility Behavior and Transportation 
Infrastructure in the Post-Pandemic Era 

Since 2020, the pandemic has instigated significant shifts in people’s travel prefer-
ences. Particularly in the logistics domain, there has been a surge in the movement 
of goods and services due to the growing reliance on e-commerce. This trend has 
led to an increased use of outdoor and public spaces, alongside a shift in demand 
within urban transportation systems. In the pre-COVID-19 era, these systems were 
primarily characterized by a well-defined demand for commuting and mobility, often 
adhering to standardized office, shopping, recreation, school and other trips [13, 14]. 
During this period, institutions and transportation service providers proposed various 
measures to enhance user experience and accommodate relatively inflexible demand, 
thereby devising innovative solutions to adapt to these changes. 

Simultaneously, the surge in e-commerce transactions and the diversification of 
goods available over online have resulted in the closure of many conventional retail 
stores that had only physical presence in the commercial centers [1]. The objectives 
outlined in the 2030 Agenda underscore the significance of sustainable urban devel-
opment, which includes accessible and sustainable public transportation, fostering 
economic, social, and territorial cohesion, and enhancing citizens’ quality of life.
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The agenda also aims for climate neutrality by 2050. Implementing a coordinated 
strategy is essential to address the challenges posed by COVID-19 and navigate 
through the green and digital transitions, thereby initiating an economic recovery 
that accelerates sustainable development. Since March 2020, transportation demand 
has become more intricate, with remarkable varying user behaviors, patterns, and 
models compared to the pre-pandemic period [15]. Therefore, remote and hybrid 
jobs have increasingly become a ‘norm’ in the post-pandemic years, especially in 
large metropolises. 

We are witnessing a radical change in travel related to school and office, and the 
meaning of “rush hour” itself is changing as well. Whereas before the emergence of 
COVID-19, demand was inelastic whereby, for example, offices had defined opening 
and closing hours; in 2020–2022 it has become completely elastic and sometimes 
unpredictable, as even large companies have established differentiated opening hours 
and adaptive rules. From 2022, an emphasis is made to the necessity of planning and 
implementing strategies aimed at integrating and sharing data and information on 
mobility because of the considerable variation and indeterminateness of demand, 
demonstrated by the pandemic. 

Thus, it stems the need to take greater account of the economic and social condi-
tions of users in the light of the various crises that have occurred and may appear 
in the future, as these aspects not only strongly influence modal choices and travel 
motivations, but also improve public transport services and infrastructure. Particular 
attention will have to be given to both passenger and freight transport, in the light of 
the growing emergence of e-commerce and last-mile logistics [16]. From a logistics 
and business perspective, the pandemic of COVID-19 led to the accelerated expan-
sion of the home delivery services sector, resulting in the development of convenient 
types of working platforms and business models. 

The rapid spread of e-commerce and rider deliveries has raised the need for 
enhanced safety of delivery personnel and further training on the digital tools, such 
as apps and interactive platforms [17]. Digitalization has helped address some of 
the immediate challenges arising from the pandemic, particularly during periods of 
confinement, and that among the many inequalities highlighted by the COVID-19 
pandemic—the digital divide appears to be one of the most serious inequalities. As 
the pandemic has induced an accelerated use of digital platforms and technologies, 
and they have become essential for teleworking, distance learning, e-commerce, 
e-health, e-government, digital democracy and digital entertainment [18, 19]. The 
transport sectors that have undergone the most upheaval have been those related to 
public and shared as well as private transports [20, 21]. 

As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, the local public transportation sector 
has undergone various experimental measures aimed at containing the virus while 
ensuring continued urban mobility during the pandemic emergency. The applica-
tion of quota systems and heightened sanitation protocols has restricted and dimin-
ished the demand for public transport, occasionally resulting in service cancella-
tions or suspension. These localized restrictions have led to a reduction in public 
transportation availability and, in some instances, heightened user anxiety [22, 23].
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The pandemic period has highlighted the need to rapidly increase investment 
in sustainable public transport and its accessibility, as well as in better walking and 
cycling infrastructure to ensure the safety of road users, especially those with reduced 
mobility and other disabilities. Therefore, the pandemic highlighted the need to plan 
and design more walking and cycling infrastructure, and transformational urban 
planning and mobility solutions to make the urban areas more resilient and adaptive 
to mobility demand. Moreover, disruptive forces such as pandemic should be seen 
as an opportunity to address the challenges associated with increasing transport 
congestion and greenhouse gas emissions. Cohesive urban planning policy can help 
realize the potential of artificial intelligence and smart city model, for example, by 
improving administrative capacity and intellectual (digital) skills while encouraging 
the transition from experimentation to expansion of smart city initiatives through 
funding and specific support. 

Therefore, it will be necessary to:

• Promote best practices in the implementation of a single, multimodal ticketing 
system that allows people to travel easily and safely [24, 25].

• Rethink complementary forms of transport such as Demand Responsive Transport 
in order to meet the demands arising from areas with weak transport demand e.g., 
suburbs, rural areas and/or areas that have found themselves without a local public 
transport service [26, 27].

• Make the transport system multimodal and complementary, using MaaS digital 
platforms and including shared and on-demand mobility services [28, 29].

• Promote sustainable urban mobility through environmentally friendly transport 
systems [30].

• Promote and develop sustainable public transport systems in urban areas and 
adapting public transport capacity to the growing demand for daily business travel 
within or outside urban centers (development of complementary services such as 
DRT for areas with low demand) [31].

• Re-evaluate the investments of urban mobility and prioritize digital infrastructures 
that will benefit all passengers, including persons with reduced mobility [32]. 

There is a need on the part of the transport supply side, i.e. on the part of public and 
private actors providing transport services, for system integration and concrete data 
sharing. Because, considering the high fragmentation of demand, it is necessary for 
the user to have real-time access to data, availability of different means of transport 
and to the possibilities of purchasing relevant tickets (or the single integrated ticket). 
We must aim to provide travel solutions and integrate the commercial offer as well: 
the real challenge is to capture in this change in demand an innovation that can bring 
benefits to all transport actors, is to ensure that during an entire journey the best user 
experience is put at the forefront. 

Considering the above, it will be critical to:

• Support cities in preparing their sustainable urban mobility plans (SUMPs) to the 
highest standards and promote sustainable mobility at local and regional level, 
including through SUMPs and public transport projects [33].
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• Promote the sharing of best practices among urban areas on sustainable (green) 
urban planning and infrastructure, clean energy, energy efficiency, zero-emission 
public transport, active mobility (walking and cycling) infrastructure, efficient 
water management and sustainable and circular waste management [34].

• Revising the guidelines on the development and implementation of SUMPs, 
promoting multimodality and addressing some of the repercussions of exces-
sive population concentration in certain urban areas, such as traffic congestion 
and increased transport costs, through, for example, balanced socio-economic 
arrangements to ensure that plans are non-discriminatory [35].

• To promote coordination between security and sustainability measures in urban 
areas; to encourage parking facilities at the entrance to urban areas (such as park-
and-ride systems) to provide easy access to different modes of public transport 
in order to substantially reduce urban congestion, CO2 emissions and surface 
and underground parking in urban centers, as well as to restore and improve 
the attractiveness of urban centers and attract potential customers to support the 
weakened retail sector in the post-pandemic period and increase value locally 
[36].

• Improving air quality in urban areas to minimize risks to human health and 
counteract the increasing levels of environmental noise pollution in urban areas 
[37].

• Note that personal mobility devices (electric scooters and e-bikes) pose a number 
of safety problems in urban areas; encourages the development of guidelines for 
Member States on how to deal with these safety problems [38]. 

3 Transforming Faces of the Land Use: What Do We Know 
So Far? 

In the wake of the global pandemic, the real estate market has been undergoing 
a profound transformation, shaped by the surge of hybrid work and thriving e-
commerce landscape [39]. This transformative wave is tangible across various aspects 
of daily life, ushering in a new era of preferences in housing, commuting, and urban 
development. Examining this shift in the context of cities in the North America 
(Canada and the USA) provides illuminating examples of such changing dynamics. 

One of the most notable effects of the post-pandemic landscape is the diminishing 
attractiveness of prime urban areas as hubs of residential living. Traditionally priced 
for their proximity to workplaces, urban cores are witnessing a decline in preference 
as the rise of hybrid work allows individuals to work from the comfort of their 
homes that could be located anywhere far from the city [40]. In Toronto, Canada, 
for instance, the once high-demand downtown condominiums are facing a shift in 
interest towards suburban and outlying areas. Similarly, in the USA, cities like New 
York and San Francisco are experiencing a re-evaluation of the centrality of their 
urban cores in residential choices. The condominium boom in Manhattan has seen
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a slowdown, and the suburban areas of New Jersey and Connecticut are witnessing 
increased interest. 

The ripple effect of this transformation extends to suburban, rural, and smaller 
towns, which are now becoming sought-after residential location [41]. Factors such 
as increased living space and lower land prices are driving this transformation. In 
Vancouver, Canada, the city’s outskirts and nearby towns like Surrey and Langley are 
witnessing a surge in housing demand as people seek larger properties with spacious 
surroundings. In the USA, cities like Austin, Texas, Raleigh, and North Carolina 
are witnessing a population influx, driven by the appeal of suburban living and the 
affordability it offers [42]. 

This shift towards decentralized work arrangements has led to prioritizing larger 
homes or properties in less urbanized areas. The emphasis is now on comfort, tran-
quility, the availability and affordability of open spaces over the hustle and bustle 
of city-centric locations [43]. Calgary, Canada, for example, has seen a surge in 
demand for single-family homes in suburban areas, reflecting a preference for a 
quieter living. In the USA, cities like Nashville, Tennessee, are experiencing a similar 
trend, with suburban areas gaining popularity for their tranquility and family-friendly 
environments. 

Furthermore, the transition to hybrid work has significantly altered commuting 
patterns, resulting in a reduced reliance on public transport and the urge to be live 
in the centralized locations [44]. This shift not only translates to reduced traffic 
congestion but also prompts transformations in contemporary land use pattern. Urban 
and suburban planning is adapting to meet the demand for more spacious homes, 
green spaces, and community-centric amenities [45]. 

The flexibility afforded by remote work is prompting a re-evaluation of traditional 
perspectives on residential areas and urban development [46]. In cities like Montreal, 
Canada, the demand for properties with home office spaces has risen, reflecting the 
growing importance of work-from-home arrangements. Similarly, in the USA, cities 
like Seattle and Denver are witnessing a surge in interest in neighborhoods with a mix 
of residential and commercial spaces, catering to the evolving work-life dynamic. 

The enduring impact of these changes is redefining the structure of cities and 
reshaping the dynamics of housing and urban landscapes [46]. As individuals 
continue to prioritize comfort, space, and a blend of urban amenities with suburban 
tranquility, the evolving real estate market reflects a new paradigm that is likely to 
persist in the post-pandemic era. This transformation is not just a response to imme-
diate challenges, but a fundamental shift in the way people envision and engage with 
their living spaces, leaving an indelible mark on the future of urban and suburban 
life in the global cities [47].
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4 The Effects of Evolving Transportation Dynamics 
and Shifts in the Real Estate Market on Urban 
Morphology 

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a significant impact on all aspects of people’s lives. 
At the economic level, there was an abrupt halt in the first quarter of 2020 partly due 
to the high degree of uncertainty caused by the situation that people have experienced 
[48]. This section attempts to offer an in-depth analysis of the impacts of home office 
and hybrid employment models, active transportation and public transit changes, and 
changing real estate prices on contemporary land uses and city structures. 

I. Home Office and Hybrid Employment 
The post-pandemic surge in housing development and private investments hints 
at forthcoming shifts in the real estate market, signaling a growing preference for 
small-town living and a potential rise in demand for properties in such areas. This 
trend reflects changes in the local real estate scene, fueled by factors like return 
migration and the allure of small-town life, spurred or accelerated by pandemic-
driven remote work trends. Educational cities have felt the pandemic’s impact, 
with decreased short-term rentals due to student departures and remote work 
replacing traditional transfers, particularly in Italy and other European markets. 
Despite initial setbacks, these markets rebounded by late 2021–2022 [49]. 
Experts foresee significant growth in the logistics and residential sectors, while 
offices remain a core investment domain. However, retail segment uncertainty 
persists, with the residential sector, especially multifamily dwellings, viewed as 
the most resilient amid economic downturns [50, 51]. The rise of remote work 
has decentralized employment hubs, shifting focus away from city centers to 
suburban and rural locales that offer affordable accommodations with an ever-
aspired opportunity for nature living. This preference for larger living spaces 
to accommodate home offices reshapes residential preferences and changes the 
contemporary construct and evidence of urban density and its gradients as the 
land uses. 
Adapting to these shifting dynamics requires reorganizing both theoretical and 
pragmatic structures to meet new health standards and adjusting to smaller 
office spaces and home-based work challenges. This demands exploration and 
further research-based evidence for innovative planning strategies and context-
sensitive modeling approaches in guiding urban space reorganization, fostering 
resilience and inclusivity. Therefore, real estate development must align with 
broader urban transformation goals, embracing sustainability and integrating 
green spaces and resilient infrastructure to meet transformational needs. 

II. Active Transportation and Public Transit 
In the post-pandemic period, managing urban crowds has become a critical need 
along with the rising demand for community crowds and recreational spaces, 
highlighting the challenge associated with accommodating sudden influxes of 
crowds safely and efficiently. Given the evolving landscape of demographic 
dynamics across the urban and peripheral, cities are witnessing a surge in
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demand for active transportation and sanitized public transit systems. Tracking 
these shifts, a range of indicators has emerged, leveraging geolocated data from 
GPS sensors and smartphones. In response to the pandemic’s aftermath, Google 
introduced the Covid-19 Community Mobility report, utilizing aggregated data 
to gauge crowd density in various locations, aiding in identifying peak hours 
and ensuring safer mobility. This emphasis on pedestrian-friendly infrastructure 
underscores the urban space adaptation to evolving mobility patterns, essential 
for crowd management dynamics and livability. 
These mobility trends not only provide crucial intelligence but also inform 
critical decisions about crowd management to the fight against the pandemic. As 
cities transition post-pandemic, smart mobility solutions are gaining traction, 
incorporating data analytics, Demand-Responsive Transport (DRT) services, 
IoT for real-time traffic monitoring, and contactless technologies. This shift 
supports resilient urban transportation networks, aligning with sustainability 
objectives. 
Notably, there’s a growing preference for active transportation modes like 
walking and cycling, driven by health-conscious commuting choices and 
reduced reliance on crowded public transit systems. Amidst changing demand 
patterns, public transit faces challenges in maintaining service levels, necessi-
tating adaptive strategies to support urban mobility and transit-oriented devel-
opment (TOD), in line with broader sustainability and public health welfare 
[52–54]. 

III. Changing Real Estate Prices 
At the housing market level, demand for online shopping is increasing and 
densification of work-residential space is under scrutiny, the ultimate impact 
caused is not yet clear and will be proportional to the duration and intensity 
of restrictive measures, by the tools made available in the coming months, and 
by the consolidation of new behaviours. At the moment, the most immediate 
consequences have been recorded on rents, which have fallen significantly as a 
result of the collapse in demand until 2021, particularly in European markets 
that rely on work and tourism [55, 56]. 
The residential sector, for instance in Italy, has always been characterized 
by good volumes of buying and selling between individuals, but few corpo-
rate investments, in contrast to the rest of Europe. Over the past few months, 
however, operators have reported significant movements, despite restrictions, 
which bodes well that the residential sector can become an asset class of choice 
for investors institutional investors, given its anti-cyclical nature. In Italy, the 
lack of adequate product is pushing operators to focus on real estate develop-
ment or redevelopment projects even if we note some investment on existing 
income assets. In general, investors (especially foreigners) focus mainly on 
urban transformation areas in the metropolitan area such as Milan and there 
remains interest in towards student housing [57, 58]. 
Real estate markets are experiencing variances in pricing, with some areas 
seeing increases due to heightened demand for suburban and rural properties, 
while others, particularly in city centres, face declines [59]. This fluctuation is
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reshaping investment focuses and prompting a re-evaluation of land use plan-
ning and development strategies to meet the evolving demands. These trends 
signify a pivotal transformation in urban planning and development, empha-
sizing the need for flexible, resilient, and sustainable approaches to accommo-
date the evolving dynamics of work, transportation, and living preferences in 
the post-pandemic era. 

5 Conclusion 

This paper attempts to provide a comprehensive exploration of the dynamic conse-
quences of COVID-19 pandemic, traversing the realms of mobility, land use, and the 
real estate sector. It serves as a testament to the transformative disruption witnessed 
in how cities and their citizens navigate through “new” living and employment 
paradigms. In particular, the chapter elucidates the burgeoning trend towards subur-
banization propelled by the widespread adoption of remote employment, alongside 
discernible shifts in transportation preferences towards more sustainable and adapt-
able choices. Moreover, it shed lights on the evolving demands on urban infras-
tructure and planning practices, necessitating a fundamental re-evaluation of the 
contemporary planning and development strategies. 

Amidst these transformative shifts, cities are compelled to re-conceptualize their 
approach to development, with an emphasis on accommodating evolving preferences 
and behaviors while prioritizing sustainability, resilience, and inclusivity in urban 
design and policymaking. The synthesis of the discussions underscores the intricate 
interplay between mobility patterns, land use dynamics, and the real estate landscape, 
accentuating their critical role in shaping the future trajectory of urban environments 
in the post-pandemic era. 

Looking ahead, future research endeavors in the domain of transformational and 
resilient cities should prioritize the following avenues:

• Long-Term Impact Assessment: Comprehensive studies are warranted to assess 
the long-term impact of the pandemic-induced shifts on urban mobility, land use 
patterns, and the real estate market. This entails examining how these changes 
manifest over time and their implications for urban development trajectories.

• Policy Innovation and Implementation: Research efforts should focus on iden-
tifying innovative policy interventions geared towards fostering sustainable and 
resilient urban development. Moreover, there is a pressing need to explore mecha-
nisms for effectively implementing these policies, considering the diverse contexts 
and challenges faced by cities worldwide.

• Community Engagement and Social Equity: Future research should delve into 
the role of community engagement in shaping urban transformation processes and 
ensuring social equity. This entails understanding community perspectives, needs, 
and aspirations, and integrating them into urban planning and decision-making 
processes to foster inclusive and equitable urban development.
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43. Bernat S, Trykacz K, Skibiński J (2022) Landscape perception and the importance of recreation 
areas for students during the pandemic time. Int J Environ Res Public Health 19(16):9837 

44. Bond-Smith S, McCann P (2022) The work-from-home revolution and the performance of 
cities. University of Manchester 

45. Boules C, Kato Y (2023) Just transition or just transitioning? potentials and limitations of urban 
growers’ adaptations to the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. Sustainability 15(12):9340 

46. Ilham MA, Fonzone A, Fountas G, Mora L (2024) To move or not to move: a review of 
residential relocation trends after COVID-19. Cities 151:105078 

47. Nahiduzzaman KM, Ahsan M (2023) Asian cities in and beyond COVID-19. In: Hu R (ed) 
Routledge handbook of Asian cities. Routledge, London 

48. Tamine S, D’Acci L (2022) What impact had the covid-19 on the internal migration and the 
real estate prices? Politecnico di Torino. https://webthesis.biblio.polito.it/secure/25287/1/tesi. 
pdf 

49. Engle S, Stromme J, Zhou A (2020) Staying at home: mobility effects of COVID-19. SSRN 
Electron J. https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3565703LNCS Homepage, http://www.springer.com/ 
lncs. Last accessed 25 Oct 2023 

50. Warren MS, Skillman SW (2020) Mobility changes in response to COVID-19. http://arxiv.org/ 
abs/2003.14228 

51. Wan T, Lu W, Sun P (2023) Equity impacts of the built environment in urban rail transit 
station areas from a transit-oriented development perspective: a systematic review. Environ 
Res Commun 5:092001 

52. Hrelja R, Rye T (2024) Delivering transit oriented development (TOD) in low to medium 
density contexts. Actor relationships and market conditions in smaller Swedish cities. Int J 
Sust Transp 18(3):236–249 

53. Farnes K, Hurst N, Wong WW, Wilkinson S (2024) An exploratory study on the benefits of 
transit orientated development (TOD) to rail infrastructure projects. Smart Sust Built Environ 

54. Guglielminetti E, Loberto M, Mistretta A (2023) The impact of COVID-19 on the European 
short-term rental market. Empirica 50(3):585–623. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10663-023-095 
76-x 

55. Plzáková L, Smeral E (2022) Impact of the COVID-19 crisis on European tourism. Tour Econ 
28(1):91–109. https://doi.org/10.1177/13548166211031113 

56. Pavesi AS, Cia G, Dott G, Morlacchi A (2022) The relationship between social housing and 
urban regeneration. Politecnico di Milano 

57. Theurillat T, Rérat P, Crevoisier O (2015) The real estate markets: players, institutions and 
territories. Urban Stud 52(8):1414–1433. https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098014536238 

58. Helbich M (2015) Do suburban areas impact house prices? Environ Plan B Plan Des 42(3):431– 
449. https://doi.org/10.1068/b120023p 

59. Li X, Zhang C (2021) Did the COVID-19 pandemic crisis affect housing prices evenly in the 
US? Sustan, 13(21):12277. 

Prof. Tiziana Campisi is serving as an Assistant Professor, Department of Engineering and 
Architecture, University of Enna Kore, Cittadella Universitaria 94100, Enna (En), Italy. She 
obtained her degree in Civil and Environmental Engineering at the University of Catania and 
her specialised degree (cum Laude) in Civil Protection Engineering at the University of Enna

https://webthesis.biblio.polito.it/secure/25287/1/tesi.pdf
https://webthesis.biblio.polito.it/secure/25287/1/tesi.pdf
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3565703LNCS
http://www.springer.com/lncs
http://www.springer.com/lncs
http://arxiv.org/abs/2003.14228
http://arxiv.org/abs/2003.14228
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10663-023-09576-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10663-023-09576-x
https://doi.org/10.1177/13548166211031113
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098014536238
https://doi.org/10.1068/b120023p


176 T. Campisi et al.

Kore where she also obtained her PhD degree. She is an expert in road quality management and 
sustainable mobility. She has published more than 130 manuscripts in international and indexing 
journals and conferences. She is responsible for the local unit of the project (PRIN2017) titled 
“WEAKI TRANSIT”(CUP Code: F74I19001290001), supported by MIUR (Ministry of Educa-
tion, University and Research) and funded by the PRIN 2017 programme. She serves as Editor in 
Chief for the Open Transportation Journal Bentham and as a member of several Editorial Boards 
and she is a reviewer for several international journals and conferences. Her research interest lies 
on transport supply/demand, sustainable and shared mobility, road safety, vulnerable road users, 
and microsimulation of road traffic. 

Talha Tasnim is an Officer in Monitoring and Evaluation (M&E) at BRAC’s Urban Develop-
ment Programme, one of the world’s largest non-governmental development organizations. He is 
currently pursuing an MBA at Quantic School of Business and Technology and holds a Bachelor’s 
degree in Urban and Rural Planning from Khulna University. Talha’s work focuses on driving 
innovation and extracting valuable insights from data to make a lasting impact in the develop-
ment sector. He specializes in child-friendly urban planning and urban informality, contributing 
to various publications and research projects. Based in Dhaka, Bangladesh, Talha is committed to 
enhancing urban living conditions through thoughtful planning and evaluation. 

Prof. Kh Md Nahiduzzaman is Nordic trained Canadian urban planner who received PhD from 
the Royal Institute of Technology (KTH), Sweden, and MPhil from Norwegian University of 
Science and Technology (NTNU), Norway. Prior to joining Mohammed VI Polytechnic Univer-
sity (UM6P), Morocco, Prof. Nahiduzzaman held faculty positions at the University of British 
Columbia Okanagan (Canada), King Fahd University of Petroleum & Minerals (Saudi Arabia), 
and the Department of Urban Planning and the Environment in the Royal Institute of Tech-
nology (Sweden). His core research interest is urban resilience through the lenses of digital 
twins, urban transformational planning, smart cities, and climate risks and vulnerability assess-
ment. He is a recognized researcher in the field. He is heavily engaged on collaborative research 
projects with the key governments and industrial partners, and (indigenous) communities across 
British Columbia, Canada and Morocco. So far, he has secured reputed research grants worth 
more than $3 million from the prestigious national and international funding agencies. He has 
published more than 100 scientific manuscripts in the top ranked journals, books and other reputed 
proceedings. Many of his works such as non-structural flood mitigation, floodplain maps and land 
use planning strategies in BC have direct impact on the provincial policies. He is an “Execu-
tive” and “Book Review” Editor of the Journal of Urban Management, Editor-in-Chief of “City 
Development: Issues and Best Practices” journal, and Editorial Board Member of the Journal of 
Urban Planning and Development. He is also seating on many national and international scientific 
committees, fora and think-tanks. Prof. Nahiduzzaman is the editor of the book “Making Sense 
of Planning and Development for the post-pandemic Cities” by Springer. He is also a co-chair of 
“Smart and Connected Cities” track in the prestigious US-Africa Frontiers program to be held on 
February 18-20, 2025, in Kigali, Rwanda.



Urban Planning and Development



Development Incentives in the South 
African Local Government 
and Administration, a Significant 
Growth Factor for Municipal Planning, 
Innovation and Service Delivery During 
and Post-Covid 19 

E. M. Lentsoane and George Onatu 

Abstract The world recognises South Africa as one of the African countries 
that are economically growing and developing. This recognition has been notice-
able despite levels of Moody’s Investors Services downgrades. The negative rating 
recorded means that the persistent deterioration in fiscal strength and weak growth, 
which needs restructuring with associated policies to ensure efficacy are properly 
addressed. For the government to restore its economic outlook both during the pre 
and post-Covid-19 pandemic requires systematic and deliberate reform of legislation, 
policy, and implementation strategies. It further requires proper strategic planning, 
cost–benefit analysis, and monitoring and evaluation by various ministries when 
performing their constitutionally mandated functions. Metropolitan municipalities 
in the Gauteng Province have been struggling to provide much-needed essential 
services and to attract more investors to boost the ailing economy and create employ-
ment. This paper thus assesses the value of development incentives as an innovative 
measure to overturn the negative economic outlook and render local government 
financially sustainable in dealing with service delivery and infrastructure provision. 
The research answered two main questions: whether municipal planning is innova-
tive enough to influence the country’s economic growth and social development? and 
if development incentives can attract, retain, and restore investment in a particular 
geographical area. To further evaluate whether the benefits of development incentives 
can have a spill-over benefit to other municipalities and, eventually, the country at 
large to transform the economy and create viable and sustainable communities. The 
study further identified sectors where various development incentives are explored 
with practical results. Existing research and case studies relevant to this topic were
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evaluated to validate and support the findings and recommendations made. The vari-
able used is the development principles as the guiding factor for municipal planning, 
infrastructure provision, and service delivery. 

Keywords Municipal planning · Development incentives · Covid-19 pandemic ·
Service delivery · Innovation and technology · Compliance 

1 Introduction and Background 

Growth and development tend to reject any form of policy development and execu-
tion that promotes compartmentalisation. Chapter 7 of the South African Constitution 
explicitly stipulates the principal objectives of local government, which encompasses 
a broader spectrum of responsibilities beyond service delivery. In psychology for 
example, compartmentalisation is used to denote the defence mechanism to suppress 
thoughts and emotions [1]. Such suppression levels can make the individual discon-
nect from the world’s key activities and realities. The same analogy is borrowed 
to reflect on governance when compartmentalising municipal planning and service 
delivery as the sole responsibility of local government. Section 40 (1) of the Consti-
tution provides three spheres of government which are distinctive, interdependent, 
and interrelated. Accordingly, Lentsoane [2] recognition is given to the importance 
of collective legislative participation supporting the three spheres of government 
to tackle issues of high economic interdependencies. As such, Judge Jafta in June 
18 2010, rendering his judgement in the matter between the City of Johannesburg 
Metropolitan Municipality v Gauteng Development Tribunal, expanded on Sect. 40 
of the Constitution by stating that [3]: 

The functional areas allocated to the various spheres of government are not contained in the 
hermetically sealed compartments, but that notwithstanding, they remain distinct from one 
another. The distinctiveness lies in the level at which a particular power is exercised. 

Local government through various legislation, operate within multifaceted arrange-
ments that juggle multiple systems, structures, institutions, procedures, processes, 
and frameworks to meet the local communities’ basic needs. Additionally, the local 
government must facilitate integrated infrastructure projects planning and economic 
development programmes that attract investments and promote market access and 
global competitiveness. Furthermore, through good governance, the local govern-
ment must be able to connect and synergise several provisions of legislation and 
policies to successfully yield tangible municipal planning outcomes [2]. 

However, the intelligence needed to synergise and satisfy the government’s 
competing expectations on growth and development depends not only on munic-
ipal planning attributes but also on the municipalities’ ability to adapt and adopt 
an entrepreneurial mindset. The entrepreneurial mindset thus requires an in-depth 
understanding of the market trends and various development incentives appropriate
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to attract the strategic investment necessary to elevate the effectiveness of a land use 
management system. How this can be carried out effectively and efficiently is still a 
very big debate in the literature. 

2 Approach and Methodology 

The study is exploratory in nature as it indicates how municipalities understand 
and use development incentives to change their economic growth trajectory and 
outlook [4, 5]. In this book chapter, development incentives from different coun-
tries were studied to understand associated practices, successes and failures. The 
selected research case countries were randomly sampled. As such, each participant 
had an equal chance of being selected as purposive sampling was seen as appro-
priate for choosing exceptional [6, 7] also support this approach. The United Arab 
Emirates, China, the USA-California and South Africa- the City of Tshwane munic-
ipality comprise the total number of cases that were investigated and studied. The 
research population as indicated is accepted in the literature as all constitute the 
collection of objects, events, or individuals having some common characteristics 
that the researcher is interested in studying [8, 9]. Documents relating to develop-
ment incentives from selected cases were examined and interpreted to gain the insight 
necessary to develop and expand on the empirical knowledge [10, 11]. Submitting 
that document analysis when employed in a research study provides scholars and 
interested parties’ details that can be seen as factual to be shared and used in formal 
and informal settings [12, 13]. Thereby, enabling freedom in active development and 
capturing what is intended to be demonstrated. 

As mentioned above, this research employs the case study approach and policy 
content analysis/review of relevant literature. Noor [14] saw case studies as concerned 
with how and why things happen, allowing the investigation into contextual realities 
and the differences between what was planned and what actually occurred [14, 15]. 
The emphasis remains on how and why it is essential to use development incentives 
and the consequences thereof based on evidence from best practices. Pan [17] in  
support of this assertion refers to a case study as a method, strategy, research design, 
or methodology [16, 17]. To call a case study a method necessitates that a case study 
is a technique, procedure, or mean for gathering evidence or collecting data. A case 
study is also looked upon as a research design that guides research right from the 
questions stage to the conclusions and includes steps for collecting, analyzing, and 
interpreting evidence according to pre-established propositions, units of analyses, 
a logic for linking the data to the propositions, and application of set criteria for 
interpreting the findings [18]. When a case study is used as a methodology, it is 
interpreted as a theory and analysis of how research should proceed. 

According to Gerring [19], it all depends on what one is arguing. According to 
Eckstein et al. [20], a case study could be defined and explained as a phenomenon for 
which we report and interpret only a single measure on any pertinent variable. The 
singular variable we investigated is the application of development incentives. The



182 E. M. Lentsoane and G. Onatu

documents reviewed includes various pieces of legislation and policy statements that 
were instrumental in formulating the development inventive evidence to ensure the 
credibility, reliability and validity of documents analysed and in support of qualitative 
research undertaken [21–23]. There were limitations in this study as only document 
and content policy analysis were used, and no interviews or questionnaires were 
part of the study. Thus, the limitations of this study concerned generalizability and 
extrapolation of the research results. Generalizability refers to the researcher’s ability 
to generalise the results from the sample to the population from which it was drawn 
[24]. However, the researcher remains ethical in the chosen methodology as provided 
by Drew et al. [25, p. 56], who noted that bringing ethical awareness is very important 
as ethics has become an essential cornerstone for conducting effective and meaningful 
research. A case study is also very relevant here because it enabled us to provide more 
rigorous details of the phenomenon as compared to other research designs. 

3 Definition of Key Concepts: Review of Literature 

3.1 Development Incentives 

Liu et al. [26] defines economic development incentives as direct financial benefits 
that firms provide to incentivise their opening, expansion, or retention. This paper 
describes development incentives as a package of monetary and non-monetary bene-
fits from the government dedicated to attracting, retaining, and increasing the number 
of businesses in specific geographic areas or sectors considered economic growth 
magnets. Development incentives are vital to levelling the business playing field 
and reducing barriers hindering entrepreneurship and emerging, small, and medium 
businesses from participating in the economy [27]. Central governments are noted 
to use incentives not only to promote economic growth but to guide innovation and 
sustainability at different sectors [28]. Development incentives used in this chapter 
requires a high level of innovation and an entrepreneurial mindset to be impactful. 

3.2 Municipal Planning 

Municipal planning is founded on a legal framework since it is a place-making tool 
to regulating land use and management strategies, thereby promoting ownership, 
people’s livelihoods safety, development, and maintenance of places [29–31]. Munic-
ipal planning is listed in Schedule B as a matter for which only the local government 
is responsible. However, the effectiveness of municipal planning requires both the 
provincial and national governments to work together with the private sector as de-
risking agents in order to manage public and private investments effectively [32–34]. 
Structured development incentives and approaches that are flexible due to change of
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circumstances can discourage monopolies in the market and provide measures that 
facilitate the growth of small and medium businesses [35]. 

Municipal planning is dependent on a functional land use management system. 
Thus, the land use management system is an all-encompassing apparatus and a tech-
nique of regulating and managing land uses and conferring land use rights through 
the application of land use schemes and land development procedures (Spatial Plan-
ning and Land Use Management Act, 2013) [36]. The land use management system 
provides a consistent value chain associated with the land development processes, 
translating land-use activities into coherent and structured land development projects. 
This is noted to promoting economic growth and physical and social development. 
It further refers to a mechanism that enables the commissioning of a strategic and 
integrated institutional arrangement that deals with land development, management, 
and regulatory activities. 

The private sector is the key contributor to the country’s Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP). Therefore, the more businesses flourish in designated sectors, the higher the 
likelihood of economic growth and municipal financial viability. This is to submit 
that the ease of doing business and conducive environments for the private sector 
are critical factors to the actual reduction of deprivation traps and an increase in 
service delivery [37, 38]. Therefore, local governments can consider the application 
of development incentives as a system to advance technology and innovation [39–41]. 

3.3 Innovation in Local Government 

Innovation is the task of endowing human and material resources with new and 
greater wealth-producing capacity. It is a specific tool of entrepreneurs, how they 
exploit change as an opportunity for a different business or service [42]. Innovation, 
entrepreneurship, and commercialisation are mutually inclusive [43, 44]. Thus, the 
government must be innovative, adopt and adapt the entrepreneurial mindset, and 
understand commercialisation. These three concepts are crucial in providing devel-
opment incentives to the private sector and essential to the economic growth and 
service delivery of any country [45]. 

3.4 Entrepreneurship in Local Government 

Entrepreneurship is often understood as a driver of innovation and productivity and 
an engine for sustainable economic growth [46, 47]. Entrepreneurs are those persons 
(business owners) who seek to generate value through the creation or expansion of 
economic activity by identifying and exploring new products, processes, or markets. 
Dimov [48] states that entrepreneurs act purposefully to exploit opportunities in the 
face of uncertainty. Entrepreneurship has three elements: product or service, customer 
or a user, and infrastructure that sources, creates, and distributes the product and
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service. Considering these three elements, municipalities are meant to operate in a 
system consistent with land use management, land development, and economic rules 
and arrangements. Therefore, entrepreneurship becomes possible through the six 
domains of the entrepreneurial ecosystem: policy; finance; markets; human capital; 
support; and culture when integrated within municipal planning [45, 46]. 

The Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development Report (2012 and 
2014) provides that policy, markets, human capital, support, culture, and finance are 
the six domains of the entrepreneurial ecosystem [49]. Therefore, the 6 domain of the 
entrepreneurial ecosystem suggests that the imbalance between income generation, 
primary services demand, job creation, and economic growth lies on the municipal 
intelligence to lean on commercialisation as a strategy to reduce gaps in finance while 
managing ‘citizens’ expectations. 

3.5 Commercialisation of Assets in Local Government 

Municipalities have various assets that should be captured in an asset register to 
be evaluated in line with the Property Valuation Act, 2014 and other applicable 
laws. Assets in this context are defined as resources with economic value owned 
and managed by municipalities or other entities on the ‘municipality’s behalf. The 
Municipal Financial Management Act defines assets as resources controlled by an 
entity because of past events and from which future economic benefits or service 
potential are expected to flow to the entity. Municipal assets and asset management 
systems are vital in keeping a credible investment portfolio that renders the munic-
ipality credit worthy. The benefit of municipal assets includes increased revenue, 
attracting investment, improved land valuation, and generally improving the ‘citi-
zens’ quality of life [50]. Therefore, the infrastructural assets in the municipality 
can be used for commercialisation purposes and as one of the revenue streams to 
generate revenue. 

3.6 Entrepreneurial Mindset 

Dweck [51] define mindset as the cognitive belief consisting of interrelated beliefs, 
assumptions, and knowledge to process information, inform decision-making, and 
guide behaviour. Therefore, an entrepreneurial mindset is a specific set of beliefs and 
thought processes that drive entrepreneurial behaviours. The entrepreneurial mind 
rejects failure as an alternative. A mindset of an entrepreneur is: 

1. Highly engaged, solution-oriented, resourceful 
2. Opportunity driven. 
3. Curious, creative, critical, and explorative 
4. Understands the power of brand.
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5. Take ownership. 
6. Value the unique selling points that set them apart 
7. Want to be the first to the market or to reach the customers first 
8. Spot opportunities amid challenges 
9. Search and find new markets for a new and existing product 
10. Network with a clear intent 
11. Maintain quality control and 
12. Resilient 

Considering the definition of the entrepreneurial mindset, the development, provi-
sion, and effective management of the development incentives requires municipalities 
to think and behave like entrepreneurs [52, 53]. The municipality must be positioned 
strategically and to take a posture of a winning team. The municipality is brand, 
and employees are brand ambassadors. Thus, their conduct must be of exceptional 
excellence in making the municipality worthy of investors. 

Scholars also argue that managers micromanage and often encourage 
predictability, which can stifle the growth prospects of an organisation. There-
fore, when considering technological advancement with 4IR, where artificial intel-
ligence can replace managers, municipalities need to transform, appoint, and groom 
managers to have entrepreneurial ambitions in order to respond to various develop-
mental, political and economic trends in alignment with the five competitive forces 
[54]. 

4 Case Studies—Development Incentives in Different 
Countries 

4.1 United Arab Emirates (UAE) 

With the government eliminating barriers that hinder the flow of investment, the 
UAE makes investments an enabler of the national economy by offering various 
incentives to investors to increase the number of small and medium enterprises and 
start-ups in the country. The incentives range from 100% company owners available 
to all nationalities; more than 40 free zones allow tax exemptions, 100% ownership 
for foreign investors, and grant investors flexibility in selecting the most appropriate 
zones for establishing businesses. The development incentives played a crucial role 
during the COVID 19-pandemic as UAE government in managing the economic 
growth provided for the postponement of rent payments by a period of 6 months; 
Facilitating instalments for payments; Refunding security deposits and guarantees 
[55]; Cancelling fines for both companies and individuals; permitting temporary 
contracts that allow the free movement of labour between companies operating in 
the free zones to continue for the rest of the year.
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4.2 China 

The Survey of Global Investment and Innovation Incentives (2020) states that the 
local government in China has introduced investment incentives projects that substan-
tially contribute to local employment, economic development, and technological 
innovation to lower the investment cost. These incentives are case-by-case negoti-
ated, including tax refunds, tax credits, and free office space leasing. Approximately 
18 stimuli in China are designed to encourage a particular economic activity or disad-
vantaged businesses or owners. About 80% of the fees are set aside for Research and 
Development Activities. According to [56] they noted that Chinese government have 
successively promulgated relevant Research and Development (R&D) policies to 
promote structural adjustment for example, Photovoltaic power generation industry 
and the improvement of technological progress. The proportional increase in R&D 
investment in the photovoltaic power generation industry through several incentives 
have greatly promoted China’s photovoltaic power generation tremendously which 
now ranked among the world’s largest in terms of installed capacity [56]. They noted 
that the Golden Sun Demonstration Project of 2009 resulted to two-third of its R&D 
spent on renewal energy since 2010. Employment incentives are also vital for China 
as enterprises are provided with VAT refunds by employing a certain percentage of 
persons with disability. Additionally, there are various preferential incentives related 
to sustainable development whereby energy-serving technologies and products are 
incentivised accordingly [57]. These moves and strategies are very significant when 
promoting an inclusive economy in any country. 

4.3 USA-California 

The recognition of the benefit of development incentives made California’s economy 
grow remarkably, from over 12.4% of unemployment rate and a $2.7 billion deficit 
in 2010 to a 4.2% unemployment rate, clearing the deficit in 2019. Since 2014, the 
government has allocated over $829 million in income tax credits to 974 companies 
that are projected to create over 95,000 jobs and make $17.9 billion in investments. 
The government used legislation to directly allocate incentives, and as a result, Cali-
fornia in 2017 became the 5th largest economy in the world. In a separate research, 
it was also noted that in the state of California, policy makers are noted to allocating 
billions of dollars each year for tax incentives and relief for creative industries [58]. 
This approach to targeted incentives and economic development in the United States 
is noted to take root in the Great Depression of the 1929. During that time, policy 
makers in the Southern States enacted bond programmes that subsidized factories 
and other facilities thereby lowering firms’ effective capital costs [59]. This trend is 
noted to be continued in some states still despite academic research that questions 
whether targeting incentives are an effective strategy to address unemployment and 
to increase investment per se.
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4.4 South Africa—The City of Tshwane Municipality Case 
Study Area 

On 15 March 2020, President Cyril Ramaphosa declared the coronavirus pandemic 
outbreak in the country a” National Disaster”. From this day, various travel restric-
tions, business activities, gatherings and other social activities were prohibited. The 
City of Tshwane Metropolitan Municipality is one of the municipalities affected. It 
is one of the Metropolitan Municipalities in South Africa with a land area of 6,298 
km2 and a population of 2,921,488 which form part of Northern Gauteng and make 
up the capital city of South Africa. The City of Tshwane adopted a strategic Incen-
tive Framework as adopted by Council resolution of 27 November 2014. This is 
one of the outcomes of its Vision 2055, specifically targeted at creating a conducive 
place to live, work and Play. The City of Tshwane’s development incentives are 
meant to catalyse economic growth and development [5]. The development incen-
tives aim to create an investor-friendly environment that will encourage developers 
and investors to consider the municipality the first point of call when exploring 
investment opportunities. 

They provide various incentives ranging from 100% rebate from payment of 
rates and taxes on development meeting asset criterion based on spatial policies 
and the National Building Regulation and Standard Act, 1977 (Council resolution: 
2015). The City of Tshwane 2021 presented to the Treasury Managers Forum in its 
Economic Development and Recovery plan to build the economy and support small 
businesses so severely impacted by the Covid-19 pandemic. According to the report 
and survey, 47.9% of companies were temporarily closed, 33.4% of the respondents 
indicated a decrease in their ability to access financial resources, 32.9% indicated 
that the prices of materials, goods and services increased more than normal, 36.4% of 
businesses have laid off staff in the short term, and 89.6% businesses had a turnover 
that was lower than their normal range. Faced with these challenges and crisis, the city 
developed five pillars of economic recovery [61]. These include financial relief that 
supports and facilitates access to the Social Relief Distress Grant (SRDG) released 
by the Presidency that results in a cash transfer of R350 ($20) for unemployed adults 
18–59 not supported by any other social security schemes before (CGD, 2022) [60]. 
Job creation and re-skilling; Enterprise Development & support; Facilitating access 
to existing Covid-19 support and Investment in Aftercare and business retention 
services (Fig. 1).

To this end, the City of Tshwane also adopted a Disaster Management Plan using 
Covid-19 as a case for the first time. There were also the property rate payment 
deferment to all tose who require assistance and the halting of interest arrears on all 
those owing municipal accounts for 2020/21 (property/utilities), as well as waiving 
development applications/bulk contribution fees until 2020/21.
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Fig. 1 City of Tshwane administrative area [61]

5 Conceptual Framework for Development Incentives 

5.1 Strategic Compass 

Development incentives is noted to hold mutual benefits; hence when it is provided 
by the municipalities it should be expected to be of interest, attractive, and viable to 
capture the attention of prospective investors and stimulate more entrepreneurs [62, 
63]. In addition, they must offer unique sets of investment opportunities. With the 
strategic compass, the municipality can refine its ideas of development incentives 
to align this with each sector’s unique selling points and qualities. Strategic aspects 
of the spatial planning and land use management must provide an in-depth under-
standing of the customers and an analysis of the existing competition for development 
incentive which can create value and improve the municipality’s spatial, social, and 
economic outlook.



Development Incentives in the South African Local Government … 189

5.2 The Relevance of Spatial Planning and Land Use 
Management to Development Incentives 

Analysis of Spatial Planning shows that it is a process that requires a strategic 
thinking ability whereby the vision/goals are properly set and understood. The prin-
cipal purposes are clearly defined to enable the formulation and prioritisation of 
programmes and projects. Strategic thinking advocates that proper planning prevents 
poor performance. Programme priorities need to be at a strategic and operational level 
to yield desired outcomes. In addition, programme prioritisation also depends on the 
established and definite purpose that can allow the alignment of related variables and 
focused decision-making [64]. Strategic planning determines hierarchies of impor-
tance in goal setting, budgeting, implementation, management, and reporting. Spatial 
planning thus becomes outcome based. 

Development incentives are often linked with the strategic implementation plan 
of the municipality, looking at the Spatial Development Framework and other spatial 
policies or strategies [65]. In the South African context, development incentives will 
be managed at the municipal level. Still, they will require collaboration and coordi-
nation efforts from the three spheres of government, especially in aligning develop-
ment and economic aspiration and related programmes of the National, Provincial 
and Local government. Municipal planning is highly regulated. There is a myriad of 
applicable spatial policies influencing economic growth and service delivery. 

Figure 2 contains the constitutional development duties of local government. In 
addition, policies are used to control the development agenda of local government 
and this also influences local government programmes. Therefore, municipalities 
must take cognisance of these multiple policy desired outcomes and reflect it in their 
development incentives. These policy objectives are used to measure and evaluate 
the impact of development incentives on economic growth and service delivery. 

Given the nature of municipal development duties, myriad of legislation that 
regulates municipal planning. Table 1 indicates the number of legislations to be 
consider when implementing an effective land use management system. Each piece 
of legislation further guides the type of development incentive packages that can 
bring value to the customer and the municipality.

Development 
• Spatial planning 
• land use management 
• economic development 
• environmental management 
• Social development 
• infrastructure development 
• Urban management 

Revenue generation 
• Rates and taxes 
• Assets management-leasing of land or 

building 
• Development charges and 
• other taxes and levies 
• outdoor advertising 
• Application fee 
• Penalty fee 

Service delivery 
• Housing provision 
• safety and security 
• water and sanitation 
• electricity supply 
• refuse removal and disposal 

Fig. 2 Summary of municipal developmental duties 
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Table 1 Policies and strategic legislation that influence & guide development incentives 

Legislation developed 
pre-1994 (directly used by 
municipalities as part of their 
municipal planning function) 

Legislation developed 
post-1994 (directly used by 
municipalities as part of their 
municipal planning function) 

National and provincial 
legislation (to be considered 
by municipalities in 
performing their municipal 
planning function) 

Deeds Registries Act 47 of 
1937 
State Land Disposal Act 48 of 
1961 
The Subdivision of the 
Agricultural Land Act 70 of 
1970; 
National Building Regulations 
and Building Standards 103 of 
1977 
Gauteng Town Planning and 
Townships Ordinance No. 15 
of 1986 
Tobacco Product Control Act, 
1993 

Gauteng Removal of 
Restriction Act 3 of 1996 
Interim Protection of Informal 
Rights Act 31 of 1996; 
Local Government: Municipal 
Structures Act 117 of 1998 
Prevention of Illegal Eviction 
from Unlawful Occupation of 
Land Act 1998 
Land Survey Act 
The White Paper on Local 
Government 1998 
The Rationalization of Local 
Government Affairs Act 10 of 
1998 
Municipal Systems Act 32 of 
2000 
Municipal Finance 
Management Act 56 od 2003 
Land Reform (Labour Tenants) 
Act 4 of 2011 
Spatial Planning and Land Use 
Management Act 16 of 2013 

Housing Act 107 of 1997 
National Environmental 
Management Act, 107 of 
1998, include regulations and 
activities 
National Heritage Resources 
Act 25 of 1999 
Gauteng Transport 
Infrastructure Act 8 of 2001 
Mineral and Petroleum 
Resources Development Act 
28 of 2002 
National Environment 
Management: Protected 
Areas Act 57 of 2003 
National Health Act 61 of 
2003 
National Environmental 
Management: Biodiversity 
Act 10 of 2004 
Water Services Act 108 of 
1997 
National Environment 
Management: Waste Act 59 
of 2008 

Source Lentsoane [2] 

Figure 3 describes how the land use management system connects and trans-
lates the municipal development duties and various pieces of legislation into small 
components that should work systematically. The multiple components of the land 
use management system are unique yet complementary and interdependent; there-
fore, each part needs to be fully operational to be effective. Each component plays 
a critical role in the land development value chain. One feature informs the other, 
hence being called a system for land use management. It provides a process for land 
development and land use management.

The ability of municipalities to generate the revenue necessary to fund their capital 
and operation obligations depends on their competence to effectively undertake the 
land use management system, which connects and translates spatial planning and 
land use management considerations into programmes and projects for implementa-
tion. This requires the municipality to implement a mechanism to levy for services 
rendered. Furthermore, the viability of the municipality depends on its capacity to
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Fig. 3 Components of a land use management system

secure maximum return on investment. Therefore, the municipality must do every-
thing in its power to generate revenue not only for capital projects but also to meet the 
economic and social needs of the community and stakeholders. Economic conditions 
include attracting, retaining and growing investment from both the locals and others 
outside the municipality’s boundary. It was shown that compliance with legislation, 
policies, strategies, processes, and procedures in place could contribute significantly 
to increasing the return on investment made by the municipality. Such returns may 
have a spill-over effect on other municipalities influencing the province’s Gross 
Domestic Product and, ultimately, the country. This will then require the munici-
pality to be financially sustainable to remain economically and socially competitive 
with other striving municipalities (Fig. 4).
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Fig. 4 The land management paradigm [71] 

5.3 Development Trends and Assumption Mapping Strategy 
Compass for Development Incentives 

Trend Analysis, Ideation, and Assumption Mapping process play a significant role in 
producing credible development incentives. The Economic Development in Africa 
Report (2021) states that South Africa between 2001 and 2015 experienced poverty 
reduction but inequality and unemployment increased [66]. The World Bank Report 
[67] states that South Africa was projected to rebound from 6.4% in 2020. This 
follows two consecutive years of recession. The Statistics South Africa Report 
(2021) states that the country has recorded its fourth consecutive quarter of growth, 
expanding by 1.2%; however, 1.4% smaller than before the Covid-19 pandemic. 
Municipalities must be competent in understanding the global economic outlook 
before implementing development incentives. 

Blank [68] mentions that behind every new product and business idea, hide leap 
of faith assumptions, and if proven false, these critical and unproven assumptions 
can make or break you. Assumptions Mapping is about interrogating the hypothesis 
relating to the effectiveness of development incentives by looking at desirability (does 
the market want development incentives?), feasibility (can we deliver at a scale?), 
and viability (can development incentive create value?) of development incentives 
can be made clear and linked with all applicable policies and budget. Assumption 
mapping help with risk management. Therefore, municipalities need to undertake 
these exercises to be able to establish how the development incentives actually affect 
and impact on their functions and operations.
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5.4 Understanding the Players in the Economy 

Economic growth respect no administrative boundaries. The MDG Gap Taskforce 
Report (2009) provides that challenges and mutual interests are better tackled through 
partnership for better developmental and economic outcomes [69]. Comprehension 
of the rules of engagement pertaining to role players in the economy demands 
a deeper understanding of geopolitics, including political uncertainties, intergov-
ernmental relations, technological imperatives, environmental considerations, social 
and cultural (social attitude, social development, and change population), and legal 
imperatives and legislation reform. This will ensure that the municipality is better 
positioned to deal with development and growth outcomes as a result of develop-
ment incentives. Few South African financial partners are crucial to the country’s 
economic growth. The European Union and South Africa, together with SADC coun-
tries, signed the Southern African Economic Partnership Agreement (SADC EPA) 
that regulates trade in goods between the two regions: the Southern African Devel-
opment Community, Africa Union, and part of the BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, 
and South Africa) [70]. Thus, when developing development incentives, municipal-
ities must look beyond intergovernmental relations and Public–Private partnerships 
and recognise and appreciate all existing partnerships, regional treaties and their 
associated arrangements. 

5.5 Land Administration System 

Data management plays a crucial role in municipal planning. Thus, managing and 
monitoring the impact of the development incentives will require a land administra-
tion system that will apply property rights and related values. The land administra-
tive system refers to recording and disseminating information about land ownership, 
value, and use. Therefore, Cadastre is another component that must be included in 
the land administration system. 

An accurate impact assessment of development incentives involves land admin-
istration, land use management, and cadastral systems [72]. The land management 
paradigm is indicative of a functional and effective land use management system 
whereby the Spatial Development Framework, Land Use Scheme, and other rele-
vant infrastructure and environmental laws determine the developmental capability 
and associated possible return on investment in the short- and long-term planning, 
The development incentives to yield tangible results must be connected to the land 
administration system.
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6 Discussions 

Development incentives, as can be seen, should be area or sector-specific. The munic-
ipality can maximise value and gain a Return on Investment by focusing on devel-
opment incentives. Furthermore, there must be clear criteria stipulating the rules 
of engagement as to when and how Development Incentives will be granted. The 
municipality must, before granting incentives, consider the following: 

1. The total private capital investment in the project includes site acquisition, site 
improvement, building development and equipment purchases. 

2. Number, type, and quality of full-time jobs to be created for residents and jobs 
retained. 

3. Skills development to be offered. 
4. Wage level and associated benefits for a job created by the project. 
5. Potential future expansion and associated revenue generation relating to the 

business. 
6. Potential increased job creation, development, and integration of small and 

emerging businesses to the main large established business. 

Service delivery, economic growth, and land development are the municipality’s 
responsibilities through municipal planning processes. Development Incentives can 
be either monetary or non-monetary, ranging from exemption or reduction in devel-
opment charges, utility rate (for example, water and electricity), fee waivers, and 
relaxing the land development controls as demonstrated by the City of Tshwane post 
Covid-19. Monetary Development Incentives are benefits/rewards associated with 
financial relief but do not take the form of direct cashback. Instead, the develop-
ment incentive is an indirect cash relief system, where through a land development 
application or building plan, a municipality may determine which incentives are 
appropriate to be offered. The development incentives may be granted by looking at 
the following: 

1. Easy access to government-owned strategic land: municipalities must profile, 
rezone, and service their land to have proper developmental rights. The land must 
be made available to investors or start-ups who want to participate in the economy 
but have no land. The municipality may enter into a partnership agreement to 
ensure there is mutual benefit. Land can be made available to individuals or groups 
if their business meets the set development incentive criteria. This approach 
reduces the cost of low-income housing development. 

2. Density bonus: may be granted based on the Spatial Development Framework 
densification strategy where high densities are supported along major public 
transportation routes. This is very prevalent in developed countries such as United 
States and Canada. Furthermore, strategic location accessibility and proximity 
to development opportunities will be used as a determining factor density bonus. 

3. Development charges, rates, and taxes: short-term waivers may be used 
as an incentive for qualifying development. The development charges may
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be exempted, and other rebates can be applied on merit. Sector/ Infrastruc-
ture Departments must compile a list/matrix indicating methods of incentives 
applicable and percentages thereof. 

4. Urban management/revitalisation: incentives may consider reducing payable 
rates and taxes to development that support urban management and using adaptive 
reuse techniques and technologies. Such methods may be certified by considering 
energy efficiency and building control laws. The developer must prove why the 
development qualifies for rates and taxes short-term waver. For example, the 
waiver may be between 3 to 8 months. The reduction may be between 5 and 20% 
of monthly payable rates and taxes. The municipality must be able to provide a 
criterion and work out the affordability plan for the waiver. Where the adaptive 
reuse project is for social housing purposes, the reduction must be higher or more 
extended period or both. 

5. Energy-efficient: tax rebate-alternative energy such as solar should not be seen as 
a luxury but a necessity in line with climate change protocols. Therefore, munic-
ipalities must exempt or waive utility-related fees to businesses using alternative 
energy sources. Climate change and consequences must be acknowledged and 
noted. 

Municipalities should provide basic infrastructure to its citizen. Thus, incentives on 
infrastructural assets such as roads, energy, and water must be done with due dili-
gence. In addition, monetary stimulus requires the budgeting system of the munic-
ipality to change to be able to cater for the financial relief offered. The financial 
relief propels the municipality to establish a Development Incentive Fund. The 
National Treasury and the Department of Economic Department must support and 
guide municipalities to ensure inclusive growth and service delivery with municipal 
planning. 

As the literature suggests, development incentives are provided to stimulate 
economic growth, not to deal with incompetency. Development incentives if not 
done for proper reasons and with reliable research results can result to series of unex-
pected resources challenges to the municipality and entity concerned. The literature 
review and case study shared have demonstrated that monetary incentives can yield 
positive results in increasing economic growth, increasing employment, reducing 
inequality, and dismantling multiple deprivation traps associated with poverty that is 
now exacerbated by the Covid-19 pandemic. Furthermore, it is found that effective 
Development Incentive requires a municipality to identify sectors with a maximum 
economic impact to participate in the program. Moreover, to ensure that emerging 
and small businesses benefit fairly from these incentives, and not overshadowed by 
well-established companies. There is need for an economic and social partnership 
agreements to be entered into by all stakeholders participating in the programmes 
so that all understands the rule of engagement. Development Incentives must be 
used for social and economic relief and must be specific and deliberate to uplift 
the local communities so that distressed communities become viable. This propels 
that for well-established businesses to qualify for the development incentives they 
must demonstrate how they are going to support the emerging and small business.
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They must further indicate the number of quality jobs to be created and produce a 
skills development programme catering for local people especially youth, women, 
and people with disability. 

There must be thorough further research on the following trend so that an informed 
decision is taken on the nature of development incentives to be introduced and 
financed:

. Development trends

. Spatial development trends

. Growth management trends

. Migration tends,

. Socio-economic trends and

. Market trends 

Understanding the implication of these 5 listed trends may have a direct and indirect 
impact on the municipal’s ability to effectively perform municipal planning and 
render services. These trends must be understood in relation to 3 entrepreneurial 
assumptions that seek to gain insight into the investor’s interest and the municipal 
capacity and capabilities in the offering, management and sustaining the development 
incentives long term. 

7 Conclusion, Summary and Recommendations 

Municipal planning-related policies, systems budgeting, and strategies must evolve, 
moving away from traditional planning to adopt design thinking and entrepreneurial 
mindset. Municipalities need to revisit their strategic plan and review its performance 
in dealing with all kinds of deprivation traps found in their jurisdiction, especially 
now after the Covid-19 pandemic and its effects. Furthermore, to analyse what the 
ripple effects of the deprivation traps have on the country’s economic growth and 
service delivery. 

Providing Development Incentives should be a last resort where economic growth 
is affected by global events just like we have seen how the COVID-19 pandemic 
became destruction and disruption at the same time. Silo mentality in planning, 
budgeting, execution has been long identified as the primary challenge in government. 
To date, the silo mentality persists. This persistence can be attributed amongst others 
to the government posture on all legislative ad operational matters. 

Municipalities lacking the entrepreneurial mindset have failed to position them-
selves as a brand and to truly behave like a worthy band, this includes identifying and 
capitalising on their unique selling points and what value can be generated. Munic-
ipal planning and service delivery can be seen as the primary value proposition of the 
municipality, if this is true what are the key activities to ensure that there are various 
revenue streams that are exceptionally generating revenue for the municipality.
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Therefore, the municipality should relook at its financial model, investment, and 
fundraising strategies before resorting to development incentives. Often munici-
palities provide monetary and non-monetary incentives. Non-monetary develop-
ment incentives can include exceptional professional services rendered; coordination 
and availability of accurate information; education awareness targeting developers; 
Cleaner and safe environment; Safe and secure neighbourhood (visible policing); 
Expedited and quality decision making; Reliable, responsive, and accountable offi-
cials; Welcoming and conducive environment; and Providing recognition certificates 
certified by the Mayor and Municipal Manager to all complying business as per the 
business performance standard approved by the municipality. 

Exceptional customer service is another culture that can be learned from the 
business communities. It creates credibility. Municipalities can borrow the Ritz-
Carlton customer service model. The Ritz-Carlton takes customers and employees 
as unmatched assets. Understanding that without customers (citizens) and investors 
the municipality ceases to exist. The Retz-Carlton has this practice:

. Employees first—arguing that customers are important, but it starts with 
employees doing the job they are supposed to do.

. Hiring takes patience—must have a great team in place. This means hiring the 
right people

. Your market is your customer—for a business to succeed, you must understand 
your market. Knowing what they want and need before you can begin to meet 
their expectations. 

The above three Carlton practices can be adopted by municipalities to attract, retain, 
and increase investment milage. Exceptional customer service boosts investor confi-
dence and citizens/customer satisfaction, thus increasing economic growth. De Berg 
and Wilderon [73] in support of this approach define organisational culture as a 
shared perception of organisational work practices within organisational units that 
may differ from other organisation units to another. It is not adequate for munici-
palities to be known as simply implementing agents of the government. They need 
to position themselves as brands and do more as a lot is expected from them. A 
brand is the most asset government can possess. It is how a municipality is perceived 
based on reputation, an identity created, and voice heard. It is our submission that 
when municipalities develop an entrepreneurial mindset, the non-monetary incen-
tives should be embedded in the day-to-day operations of the municipality. These 
are what distinguishes the municipal character from the rest. When a municipality 
excels in this so-called monetary development incentive, the municipality will move 
away from being an incentive provider and become an environment where busi-
nesses and investors fight amongst themselves to do business with the municipality. 
Innovative spirit and entrepreneurial mindset in municipalities will be the growth 
factor for municipal planning and service delivery. Hence, a win–win situation for 
all stakeholders including the private sectors, investors and the government at large.
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Shortcomings of Urban India in Dealing 
With the Pandemic: A Study 
on the Response From the Rural Regions 
in India 
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Abstract Cities as the growth grounds of the Indian Economy play a vital role in 
upholding the overall development of the country throughout all the sectors. During 
the pandemic period of COVID-19 waves the country witnessed the downfall of 
urban life in several aspects. The rural population was less affected by the pandemic 
than the urban population in India. Since having better infrastructure facilities and 
service providers the urban life uses ICT in almost all ways where the IOT is less 
addressed. The e-governance was less appreciated and used for tackling the hits 
and punches of the pandemic in urban areas wherein the rural area the governance 
is acting at a different scale like with the National Rural Health Mission (NRHM) 
who had done a commendable job in developing and maintaining medical records of 
people in rural areas using the network of anganwadi teachers and ASHA workers. 
The urban regions were really suffering more from the pandemic situations since the 
IOT of medical care is less addressed or encouraged compared to the rural areas. The 
government’s involvement in public health is becoming lesser as the private health 
sector is growing quickly and developing high end infrastructure. The network of 
medical infrastructure, which is primarily with the private sector in urban agglom-
erations with the governing authorities, needs to be strengthened as it is done in the 
rural regions, according to an analysis of how governing bodies, especially in rural 
regions, managed to tackle the pandemic hit. During the lockdown period, rural India 
had survived while Urban India was struggling to pass their days. These scenarios 
clearly point out the need for revisiting the planning and infrastructure deployment 
strategies in urban regions and bringing in local/regional concepts both physical and 
cultural than global/international concepts. This paper discusses the shortcomings 
of urban infrastructure in tackling pandemic situations when compared to the rural 
regions of India.

A. B. M. Wilson (B) · J. Chadchan 
School of Architecture, Christ University, Bangalore, India 
e-mail: arunbaby.wilson@christuniversity.in 

J. Chadchan 
e-mail: jayprakash.chadchan@christuniversity.in 

© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature Singapore Pte Ltd. 2024 
K. M. Nahiduzzaman (ed.), Making Sense of Planning and Development for the 
Post-Pandemic Cities, City Development: Issues and Best Practices, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-97-5481-6_10 

203

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-981-97-5481-6_10&domain=pdf
mailto:arunbaby.wilson@christuniversity.in
mailto:jayprakash.chadchan@christuniversity.in
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-97-5481-6_10


204 A. B. M. Wilson and J. Chadchan

1 Introduction 

The world had witnessed the massive pandemic strike during the last few years 
which turned out to be a very scary and destructive situation and the entire world 
suffered. Human life was literally shattered as the pandemic situation had adversely 
affected the social and economic activities and hit on the spine of our daily life. Even 
though the governments and authorities had implemented preventive measures and 
alternative means for continuing livelihood activities and controlling the spread of 
disease there was an evident decline in the economic growth as well as in social 
wellbeing of the people everywhere across the globe. 

On comparing the intensity of impact due to the pandemic strike, the rural regions 
in India possessed a better command over controlling and containing the spread of 
disease than the urban regions and the adversity on human life was very less compared 
to that in urban regions. This paper is studying and discussing the local and regional 
model of governance and the network of authorities which was the main reason in 
tackling the pandemic situation and analyzing how the successful rural model can be 
adapted for urban regions. For the same, this study is intended to analyze the model 
of rural Governance in Kerala in collaboration with the NRHM and its policies. 

2 Methodology 

This study aimed at getting into the details of pandemic strike over different regions 
and analyzed the impact of the same to identify the factors related to it in the first 
phase with spatial and temporal data collected. With the inference drawn from the 
initial analysis the study had gone into the details of the local governance and IOT 
allied with rural regions considered. The data collected are validated through discus-
sions with the forefront warriors in the public health sector taking part in the fight 
against pandemic. With the help of maps created a network analysis was done iden-
tifying the service extent to correlate the factors identified in the first phase and the 
effectiveness of the system in performing at the needs. It is then compared with the 
urban governance model and IOT associated with to identify the issues or gaps which 
need to be addressed. As a result of the study, this paper put forward the very crucial 
governance amendments and policy inclusions. 

3 Kerala Model—The Public Participatory Model 

During pandemic days and after the lockdown period as well, the term Kerala model 
was widely discussed even in international platforms. The way the state of Kerala 
and the system had contained the pandemic spread was a hot topic for discussion 
and other governments had looked into it to draw insights. This study is dealing with
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Fig. 1 No. of doses of COVID vaccine per 10 persons 

the Kerala model which is a deep rooted public participatory model, in detail with 
relevant studies and data and analyzing the gap between the Urban Governance to the 
Rural governance Kerala has to validate the strength of public participation which 
helped in overcoming the pandemic strike. 

Kerala in association with the National Rural Health Mission scheme had utilized 
the IOT associated with the department of health and governing bodies to an excel-
lent level which helped them in containing the pandemic. Even after the central 
government had issued the ArogyaSetu app and asked everyone to install it to keep 
the record of disease spread and details of contact with the infected, the efficiency 
of the app in updating the data was questionable as it completely relied upon ICT 
but not IOT. wherein the health and governing department in Kerala, especially the 
rural regions had very well used the IOT which includes Governing bodies (LSG), 
Community Health Centers, Primary Health Centers and Sub health Centers with 
Anganwadi teachers and ASHA workers collectively to keep track of the pandemic 
spread and cluster formation. This action of real time response was further enhanced 
the rate of controlling the pandemic and even keeping human life in less disturbed 
situations (Fig. 1). 

3.1 Internet of Things 

The major component in this successful network was people rather than technological 
interventions which is very rare in urban governance as everything is getting digitized
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and the direct social involvement is negligible due to the characteristics of urban life. 
In the rural governance model, the technical domain is being used mostly to store, 
transfer and analyze data where the collection and updating of data is being mostly 
carried out by people who are within the network which includes common man to the 
head of governing departments. Since the data regarding pandemic is purely personal 
and dynamic, the people had performed way better than machines in handling the 
data and drawing inferences. 

Consideration being given to IOT is very less compared to ICT where in actual 
ICT is just a component of IOT. In this advanced world, due to the availability of less 
time and increased density of urban living, the people tend to rely more on online 
applications and services for every need where the governance is not acting as E-
Governance. Enabling all the services in online mode is not what E-Governance is 
all about but the governing authority has to act in all the formats ensuring everything 
is falling in place. 

3.2 The Not So Urban Model of Kerala 

Over the years the state of Kerala had a greater rise in the quality of life of the citizens. 
Irrespective of the fact that Kerala is having a low per capita income compared to other 
states the parameters/indicators of social and cultural development which are human 
development index (HDI = 0.84), infant mortality rate (IMR = 12/1,000 live births), 
male to female ratio (sex ratio = 1,084 females to 1,000 males) and literacy rate of 
female population (92.07%) are comparable to those of many developed countries 
and with a population of about 35 million resulting a high population density of about 
860 people/sq. km.1 

The primary healthcare services in Kerala are organized systematically in accor-
dance with National Health Mission, NHM (Previously known as National Rural 
Health Mission, NRHM) with the network rooted to the village level. The network 
consists of 230 community health centers and 845 primary health centers which 
is at the ratio of approximately one per 30,000 people in the State. The system is 
equipped with 5,320 female junior public health nurses (PHN) and 4,728 junior 
public health inspectors (JHI) of which around 50% are women working as multi-
purpose health workers (MPHW), as in a way two MPHW serving every 5,000 people. 
The network again strengthened with Accredited Social Health Activists (ASHAs), 
who are community health volunteers, approximately one for every 1,000 to 1,500 
people.2 

The Local self-government Department (LSGD), enabling the bottom to top 
approach is very much active and organizes the local and regional actions very effec-
tively in Kerala. Along with the health network the LSG as the governing authority 
had worked seamlessly in containing the Pandemic.

1 Ministry of Health and Family Welfare [7]. 
2 Covid-19 Jagratha Government of Kerala [2]. 
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Fig. 2 No. of COVID cases in Kerala 

The majority of the COVID-19 cases reported (85%) in Kerala are transferred 
from international borders and other states, and only the rest are locally acquired. 
The authorities had confirmed that there is no trace of community transmission with 
a very rigorous and regular sentinel surveillance activity among the non-COVID-19 
suspects. The samples that were collected from the state for a nationwide zero-
surveillance had also indicated a very low positivity rate in the state of Kerala 
compared to other states in India. 

3.3 The Fight With the Pandemic 

There was immense commitment and timely actions were evident in the state by the 
local and regional network as far as the pandemic control is concerned (Fig. 2). The 
state had a scary situation before as the NIPAH epidemic in 2018 and 2019 which was 
addressed by the state health system through being alerted even before the instance 
of the very first case (Fig. 3). The rapid and strong success with containing and 
isolating the epidemic has proven the facts that the state has a strong primary health 
system in place. With the active participation from the community and integration 
of the data into a system of management which is decentralized at the triple levels 
of LSG enabled a centralized epidemic control network aligned with the state health 
network.3 

3 Heera [3].
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3.4 The System in Action; Internet of Things (IOT) 

While all the urban regions were giving priority to digital components and ICT in 
managing things and capturing data, the network in the state of Kerala had given 
importance to the most important component but least utilized in urban regions, the 
local network of people to be in action in the fight against COVID-19. 

The state had put up a network for screening and follow-up of every person who is 
arriving in the state by any mode of transportation (air, sea, rail or road) from abroad 
or other states of India. Those who are found with symptoms would be transferred to 
the dedicated hospitals or isolation centers and given with utmost care by the network 
of people established. There was a portal created by the government for the same 
called the COVID-19 Jagratha Portal to facilitate the same.4 

Even Though the GOI had advised everyone to install the Arogya Setu application 
to monitor the pandemic data, the reliability was less since the data updating had to be 
done by each individual and the underprivileged those who cannot have a smartphone 
were not being monitored or mapped. Meanwhile in Kerala, the network of PHN, 
JHI and ASHA workers along with Anganwadi teachers were constantly updating 
the data for every individual and thus making sure everyone is being monitored. 

Because of the homestead pattern and local setting of amenities in the neighbor-
hood, the people of Kerala had a very effective and comfortable means of quarantine 
at their own homes. The cost incurred in the authority and inconvenience for the 
public were very less due to the facilitation of home-based quarantine and local 
supply materials at doorstep. There were volunteer groups that also came in action 
to help the health network system during the peak surge of pandemic strengthening 
the human resource in fighting COVID-19. The intensive care and support extended 
by the local and regional health network towards the people allowed the authorities 
to make the public participate in mass testing campaigns conducted which helped in 
continuous updating of data upon the spread of the disease. 

3.5 Dedicated Health Network 

The state had set up twenty-seven dedicated COVID-19 hospitals and all confirmed 
cases were shifted without any delay and taken under care at hospitals until they 
became negative. The state had ensured uninterrupted treatment facilities to the public 
who were not yet detected with the disease, especially those with chronic health issues 
through the network of health department officials (Fig. 4). As part of this in line with 
the e-sanjeevani initiative by GOI, primary health centers had put up telemonitoring 
of local people with the help of PHN and ASHA workers and delivered medicines 
at their doorsteps.5 

4 Chathukulam [1]. 
5 Ministry of Health and Family Welfare [7].
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Fig. 4 Organizational chart of NHM—Kerala (Source https://arogyakeralam.gov.in/2020/03/25/ 
organogram/) 

3.6 Public Participation—A Deep Rooted Society 

The major criteria which helped in all the actions by the health department and LSGD 
was the immense participation by the public in handling all the situations. Right from 
the lockdown period to the surge happened in festive days, the public volunteers along 
with the NHM team had taken up the duty in ensuring timely identification, prompt 
isolation and quarantine, routine testing and the youth had even gone to the extreme 
in delivering daily needed groceries and goods at the doorsteps (Fig. 5). The state 
had entrusted the female population in handling the situation where they were part 
of ASHA working group and Kudumbashree units and managed to maintain the 
environment in harmony with their dedicated hard work.6 

It is nevertheless necessary to explain how and under what circumstances the 
underprivileged classes in a society, including a sizable portion of the rural poor, 
are able to influence state policy and force it to take into account their demands, 
even though the state is such a crucial institution in the provision of such public 
goods. High HDI measures, which are statistical averages, highlight how develop-
ment in this region has been more inclusive and widespread than in other parts of 
India. This prompts the crucial political question of how these classes are organized, 
assimilated into comparatively solid organizations with universalistic ideologies and

6 Chathukulam [1].

https://arogyakeralam.gov.in/2020/03/25/organogram/
https://arogyakeralam.gov.in/2020/03/25/organogram/
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Fig. 5 Statistics on community and public participation in Kerala

programmes, and included in the political system. Kerala provides significant insight 
into this issue and demonstrates how and why these classes’ mobilisations—the char-
acter of their movements—are necessary. The first two waves of Covid 19 infections 
in the state were successfully contained by an orchestrated decentralized response 
system made up of the state government, local governments, Kudumbashree, the 
public health system, and the general populace, according to policy experts and 
development economists.7 

The two essential components of the Kerala model, as we have argued above, are 
a pro-poor interventionist state and a mobilised society that interacts with the state 
through effective mass organisations and parties. In this section, we go through how 
these two components have worked together to develop and preserve a particular 
synergy, or “virtuous” relationship. We propose that this may be crucial in figuring 
out why Kerala has been successful while other parts of the country have found it 
difficult.8 

7 Karan [5]. 
8 Israelsen and Malji [4].
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3.7 Conclusion 

The state of Kerala has managed and contained the pandemic strike not by incorpo-
rating any advanced technology systems or hired professionals but the key point is 
considering the people as the major criteria in the network of everything, the IOT 
and enabling public participation as it always maintained the deep-rooted bequest in 
care for others. The level of impact was reduced in the rural regions due to the timely 
actions by the NHM and LSGD and the local setting pattern where the availability 
of amenities is in close proximity. Further study and research on the role of active 
public participation and people as the key role players in IOT have to be encouraged 
to formulate policy frameworks to enhance the social bonding and well being. The 
education system can be reformulated including activity oriented courses or credit 
systems which involves public participation and social interaction to upbring the 
morality and societal skills of the future generations. 

4 The Public Health Network in India 

The distribution of Public Health Network under NHM (NRHM and NUHM) is 
clearly described in the following maps. There is a clear difference visible in the 
service area distribution of public health networks in rural regions compared to the 
urban regions as the rural region has better services with the public health network 
(Fig. 6).

The demographic profile of urban regions in India certainly contain the component 
of lower class and underprivileged population and they are more serviced with private 
healthcare networks which are inaccessible for the common due to their lower level 
of affluence (Fig. 7).

The isolation and quarantine process put the urban population down as the activity 
and connectivity were completely restricted due to the increased density and high 
risk of disease spread. Since the handling of data regarding such a huge population, 
the urban region statistics was difficult to record and maintain as the health network 
is diverse and not under a common umbrella of governance.9 

The advantage of low population density and close proximity to basic needs 
along with the voluntary public participation were very much helped in fighting 
the pandemic in rural areas especially in Kerala and the key point was the service 
coverage of NHM network and the public health department acted as the governing 
authority even by bringing private health facilities under the common health network. 
Since the expenditure in consulting private hospitals was higher, the common rushed 
into public health care and with the lower rate of serviceable population per each 
public health facility the governing authority was able to manage the situation. With 
the insights drawn from the NIPAH outbreak, the government and the healthcare

9 Menon [6]. 
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Fig. 6 Map—distribution of sub centers for the population (Source National Health Statistics 2021– 
2022, MoHFW)

network in Kerala were more prepared for any sort of such medical emergencies 
which also enabled the system to act fast. 

There is a considerable shortfall in the human resource needed for the public health 
network in India. Since the requirement is specifically for professionally certified 
people, it is hard to meet on short notice since the appointment has to be done by the 
authorities (Fig. 8). Understanding this situation, the NHM network has taken in the 
anganwadi teachers and ASHA workers to manage the human resource requirement 
and in collaboration with the LSG the duties and responsibilities are mapped and 
managed (Fig. 9).

It is inferred from several studies conducted by the WHO and recorded in the 
national health accounts global health expenditure database that the importance given
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Fig. 7 Map—distribution of PHC for the population (Source National Health Statistics 2021–2022, 
MoHFW)

to the development and enhancement of public health network in India is very less 
compared to other world countries and the expenditure in providing the required 
health facilities and professionals is below 5% of the union budget allocation and 
even less than 2% of the GDP (Table 1).

National Sample Survey Organization, NSSO had identified several criteria and 
stated that the public health sector needs a huge push at certain levels to meet up the 
minimum requirements and to be ready for any future medical emergencies (Fig. 10). 
Comparing the statistics of distribution of medical professional in various states in 
India, the higher values for the state Kerala defines how the state had stood high in 
the Nipah outbreak as well as in COVID-19 strike (Fig. 11).
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Fig. 8 Shortfall in public health professionals

There are public health facilities in the country still functioning without having 
minimum human resource/medical professionals which is absolutely causing the 
downfall of the public health system. This causes the public to lose faith in public 
health systems and move into private health care facilities for medical needs which 
again brings down the public health system (Table 2).

Based on the statistical data and analysis, a projection was done to identify the 
gap in meeting the required workforce for NHM in the coming years and it shows a 
very alarming situation would occur if the governing authority will not address this 
issue with utmost seriousness (Table 3).

The dominant share of private players over the health sector had critically affected 
the common as admission to the outpatient department or treatment in inpatient 
sessions in private hospitals were way costlier than that in public or government 
hospitals. The conversion of general hospitals into COVID special hospitals and 
isolation centers was difficult in the areas where the major player in health care was 
private parties. 

In Kerala, even though the private sector is growing day by day at a higher rate 
than some of the neighboring states and metro regions, the disparity in per capita 
income has been reduced which normalized the cost of medication and was made 
affordable to the common to an extent (Fig. 12). The public health sector is very 
strong and widely spread as they were able to reach out to everyone and provide 
medical services (Table 4).

The fatality rate due to the pandemic strike in Kerala was lesser than most of the 
other states and all India average as well. The progression of fatality was steady and 
not rising rapidly at any point as the control measures were established effectively 
(Fig. 13). This study had evolved around the local and rural factors that helped in
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Fig. 9 Map—distribution of CHC for the population (Source National Health Statistics 2021–2022, 
MoHFW)

Table 1 Health expenditure status of countries 

Country Health expenditure as a percentage of 
budget 

Health expenditure as a percentage of 
GDP 

South Africa 14.02 4.33 

Brazil 6.93 4.66 

Russia 8.42 3.15 

Bangladesh 7.84 1.31 

India 4.55 1.28 

Indonesia 6.63 1.2 

China 12.63 3.11
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Fig. 10 Health expenditure of different countries 

Fig. 11 NHM facility distribution in each state
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Table 2 Critical shortfall in medical staff 

CHC without specialist 
doctor 

PHC without doctor PHC without ANM 

State % of CHC  
without 
specialist 

State % of PHC  
without 
doctor 

State % of PHC  
without ANM 

Sikkim 100.00 Sikkim 43.00 Sikkim 72.10 

Madhya 
Pradesh 

95.40 Madhya 
Pradesh 

37.70 Madhya 
Pradesh 

48.00 

Bihar 87.30 Bihar 34.30 Bihar 44.40 

Chhattisgarh 82.80 Chhattisgarh 32.80 Chhattisgarh 33.80 

West Bengal 79.60 West Bengal 30.70 West Bengal 32.00

Table 3 Forecasted health workforce shortfall/deficiency 

Year/ 
forecast 
point 

Population 
in billion 
(India) 

Doctors 
(in 
million) 

AYUSH 
(in 
million) 

Nurses 
(in 
million) 

Projected 
skilled 
health 
workforce 
(in million) 

Skilled 
health 
workforce 
needed to 
reach 25/ 
10,000 (in 
million) 

Gap (in 
million) 

2019/ 
baseline* 

1.369 0.65 0.32 0.80 1.77 3.42 1.65 

2025/ 
forecast 
mid-point 

1.452 0.76 0.42 1.04 2.23 3.62 1.40 

2030/ 
forecast 
end-point 

1.513 0.93 0.50 1.22 2.65 3.78 1.13

fighting the pandemic strike better compared to the urban regions and as the result 
it is identified that there are multiple factors which are public and political in nature 
which enabled rural India to stand taller during the pandemic era (Fig. 14).

5 The Way Forward 

Considering all the criteria mentioned in this paper, human resource is the most 
important factor that played the vital role in handling the pandemic situation in rural 
regions which urban India is less considered with. People as the key component of 
IOT in handling the situation had enabled the rural regions to stay alive and rise 
above the disastrous hit of COVID-19. At the same time the urban regions were 
more reliant upon the digital network for everything as the human social network is
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Fig. 12 Distribution of health facilities—public v/s private 

Table 4 Distribution of 
health facilities—public v/s 
private 

Rural Urban 

Govt/Public Hospital 32.5 26.2 

Private Hospital 20.8 27.3 

Trust/NGO run Hospital 0.9 1.3 

Private Doctor/Private Clinic 41.4 44.3 

Informal Provider 4.3 0.9

weaker and not revived. This is the most important fact that the urban regions should 
learn from the local network that how a physical network of people performed way 
better than the virtual network of ICT. The human relation values and empathy for the 
people around was the driving forces for the rural population to stand with the NHM 
and LSG in dealing with the pandemic spread. As the affluence level got higher the 
urban had chosen to be under the care of the private health care sector which made 
the recording and mapping of the pandemic data difficult and thus the handling. 

While comparing the strength and strategies that enabled the states like Kerala 
to fight the pandemic and contain it securely, the study had inferred the following 
which will help other states and urban regions in future to be prepared for any kind 
of medical emergencies.

1. Governance and Policies 

a. The pivotal player in the health sector has to be the governing authority which 
connects the public health system to the people.
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Fig. 13 COVID fatality rate in Indian States—As on April 2021 (Source GOI Ministry of Health)

b. Public health facilities should be equipped with required amount of medical 
personnel to serve the communities. 

c. Both private and public health systems should be brought under a common 
governance.to make them accessible for the common. 

d. Immediate actions to be made in addressing the shortfall of public healthcare 
facilities in urban regions based on the demographic distribution.

2. Local and Cultural aspects: in this era of rapid urbanization, the people who living 
in or migrating to the urban regions are tend to lead an isolated life irrespective 
of the social and communal context but the control the state of Kerala had put 
over the pandemic showed the entire world in holding the social and community 
values which helped a lot more than the systemic involvement of healthcare and 
government.
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Fig. 14 COVID fatality rate in Indian States (Source GOI Ministry of Health)

a. The coordination of the sub centers, anganwadis and ASHA workers with 
the local community around should be strong and kept in good terms. 

b. The human resource should be considered as the prime component of the 
network rather than ICT where the emotional quotient is one factor that made 
the people to voluntarily participate in the activities fighting the pandemic. 

c. The concern about the neighbors and native people eases isolation, quarantine 
and containment activities. 

d. Social activity groups and other cooperative groups created a platform for 
the youth to gather and act at the needs of the people during the lockdown 
period. 

The Pandemic era was utilized by the public health sector to build their wealth by 
overpricing the needy but somehow the government was able to put up standard rates 
and procedures to safeguard the people from the higher expenditure levels. Still the 
private health sector is getting bigger as it seems to be more acceptable for the urban 
population. The public health facilities have to be upgraded to meet a minimum 
quality and standard for the urban population to accept and use them. It is high 
time the government should act on this otherwise India will not survive a massive 
pandemic strike like the COVID-19 outbreak. It is not possible for the governing 
authority to provide additional doctors day by day as the medical emergency gets 
worse. To avoid a situation where there is no doctor available for being in charge of 
a public health facility the government has to post eligible doctors and supporting 
staff and even constitute a team consisting of NHM officials, Anganwadi teachers 
and ASHA workers. As the old proverb says “Prevention is Better than Cure”.
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Older Adults’ Experiences of Social 
Exclusion in Pakistan: A Qualitative 
Study 

Muhammad Ahmad Al-Rashid, Tiziana Campisi, Muhammad Nadeem, 
and Bilal Saghir 

Abstract Social inclusion is a crucial enabler for older adults’ well-being. It has 
been widely claimed that older adults have been mainly susceptible to social exclu-
sion experiences. Notably, the social exclusion issue has been more profound during 
the covid-19 pandemic. Hence, the current study investigates older adults’ expe-
riences of social exclusion within the less-discussed context of Pakistan. In-depth 
semi-structured interviews were carried out within the selected Union Councils of 
Lahore metropolitan Pakistan, including 11 older adults. Utilizing NVivo 12, the 
thematic analysis technique was mainly adopted to analyze the data. The analysis 
identified three main themes: restricted access to essential resources, lack of partici-
pation, and poor social relations and resources. The themes were interrelated, neces-
sitating engagement across similar lines of professional responsibility and research 
that looked at many dimensions of social exclusion. This research contributes to 
understanding older adults’ social exclusion experiences, including new outcomes 
on the significance of essential resources and active engagement and recommen-
dations for overcoming exclusion. Adequate access and active participation in the
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necessary socio-political resources are proposed to confront social exclusion chal-
lenges among older adults. The concerned policymakers and social planners could 
use these findings to develop socially inclusive ageing communities. 

Keywords Social exclusion · Resources · Participation · Older adults 

1 Introduction 

The COVID-19 virus was initially discovered in Wuhan, China, in December 2019 [1] 
before quickly spreading over the rest of the country and the world. In response, huge 
measures were taken to protect the public from verified and reported cases. Notably, 
the lockdown strategy was frequently used and has since been established to control 
infection successfully [2]. While these initiatives aimed to prevent the spread of 
disease, they have also contributed to increased social exclusion and discrimination 
as the number of recorded cases keeps rising. Hence, social exclusion is notable 
among marginalized groups, such as older adults, which must be addressed [3]. 

There are two concurrent shifts in social policy regarding older adults living in 
society. Firstly, the goal is for individuals to ‘age in place,’ that is, to stay in their 
familiar residence and neighbourhood even as their vulnerability increases [4]. This 
perspective is built on the premise that older adults can stay more active and socially 
integrated by getting old in familiar environments [5] and that neighbourhoods play 
a crucial role in the well-being and feeling of belongingness of older adults [6, 7]. 
Age-friendly neighbourhoods that facilitate social inclusion are also essential for 
older adults to age in place [8]. However, changing sociocultural environments and 
the widespread COVID pandemic could make community cohesion and sense of 
belonging complicated, thus increasing the possibility of social exclusion among 
older adults [7, 9]. 

Secondly, social exclusion is a matter of concern. Preventing social exclusion is a 
top priority for the European Union (EU) and international policy [10, 11]. The United 
Nations and the World Health Organization have equally endorsed the approach [12, 
11]. Moreover, numerous studies [13, 14, 15] have indicated the negative conse-
quences of social exclusion in later life, notably poor health, lack of well-being, as 
well as a higher mortality risk. Given its considerable prominence, there is a need 
to analyze the nature and level of social exclusion among older adults, particularly 
in less discussed contexts, to encourage a healthy aging and socially sustainable 
communities during the post-pandemic time. 

The following section briefly overviews the existing literature while identi-
fying the importance and need for social exclusion research. Section 3 details the 
study settings, design, participants, research technique, and data analysis methods. 
Section 4 explains the results, while these findings are critically discussed in Sect. 5. 
Finally, the later sections offer practical implications, research limitations, and 
conclusions.
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2 Literature Review 

2.1 What Is Social Exclusion? 

The term social exclusion was first introduced by [16]. Social exclusion is considered 
a process rather than a constant state, as well as prescriptive and subjective. The 
Council of European Union [17] defined social exclusion as a “process whereby 
certain individuals are pushed to the edge of society and prevented from participating 
fully.” Social exclusion started with acknowledging non-poverty concerns, such as 
rising job instability, deteriorating family relationships, and the inadequacy of current 
institutional structures to address them [18]. It was considered that improving their 
financial status alone would not be enough to keep them up to par with others. The 
exclusion was increasingly seen as a failure of the social welfare system. Apart 
from the conventional financial approaches of assisting people experiencing poverty, 
people sought the ‘social integration’ of the excluded. Over time, the idea has become 
increasingly important in political discussions, official documents, social policy, and 
research agendas in many countries worldwide [19]. 

Social exclusion has increasingly been recognized as a societal issue deeply 
connected to a lack of resources, resulting in physical and personal prejudice [20]. 
It has several interpretations worldwide, which is understandable given the broad-
ness and diversity of this concept. Social capital, material resources, citizen engage-
ment, and access to public services are prominent themes in social exclusion research 
among older adults [13, 21, 22]. Another important trait is the multidimensionality of 
social exclusion, which means that people might be restricted from different aspects 
of their lives [23]. Social exclusion can exist in one or concurrently in either of the (a) 
social; (b) economic; (c) political, and (d) cultural arenas [24, 20]. It is recognized 
that the exclusion in one domain can contribute to exclusion in another, either at the 
same time or across the lifespan, and this accumulated disadvantage could result in 
a challenging recurrence [25]. 

2.2 Existing Research on Older Adults’ Social Exclusion 

Old age is one such feature that may put older individuals at risk of exclusion due 
to functional decline, with mental and physical capacities viewed as major mobility 
concerns [26]. In addition, other age-related challenges, including a higher risk of 
illness, physical constraints [27], lack of independence [28], loss of a spouse, rela-
tives, and friends [29], or age-related prejudice and ageism [30], further exagger-
ates such exclusion process. Similarly, Barnes et al. [31] found that the oldest-old, 
those living alone and having no children, who have poor health and lack private 
and public transportation, are more likely to be excluded in different dimensions of 
social inclusion.
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Old age is associated with more significant functional limitations, loneliness, and 
social exclusion. A decent standard of living requires cohesion and social inclu-
sion [32]. However, research has indicated that social isolation hurts older adults’ 
mental and physical health [31]. Furthermore, an ageing population with a high 
level of exclusion will also have considerable socio-economic consequences [33]. 
For instance Nikitas et al. [34] suggest that mobility issues can make it difficult for 
older adults to participate in most social engagement, resulting in poor confidence, 
anxiety, and isolation. Furthermore, it could also negatively affect caretakers, social 
care, healthcare providers, and possibly friends and relatives of older adults [35]. 

Abundant research has examined older adults’ social exclusion following quanti-
tative and qualitative approaches. The available quantitative research includes corre-
lational studies of transport disadvantage and social exclusion [36], gender studies 
of older adults that highlighted gender and temporal differences in their social exclu-
sion levels [37], prevalence and assessment of social exclusion [38], trajectories and 
predictors of social exclusion [39]. Some studies, e.g. [40], utilized the GIS tech-
niques and identified areas and spatial differences in social exclusion. In addition, 
numerous studies have focused on how social exclusion impacts health [41], obesity 
[42], well-being [13, 43], and life satisfaction [44]. Moreover, Rahman and Sing [45] 
investigated how older adults’ disabilities could promote social exclusion. McCaus-
land et al. [46] recently revealed how the COVID-19 pandemic negatively affects 
older adults’ social inclusion. 

Likewise, numerous qualitative research studies have investigated the social exclu-
sion phenomenon. For instance, Fields et al. [36] analyzed the transport disadvantage 
impact on social exclusion. Dahlberg [47] explored older adults’ encounters with 
neighbourhood exclusion within the context of England. Ekoh et al. [48] discov-
ered the exclusion of older rural women in southeast Nigeria and its impact on 
their life satisfaction. Mikulioniene and Rapolienė [49] provided essential insights 
into how older adults experience limited social participation in an Eastern Euro-
pean country. Burns et al. [50] considered the unique experiences of homeless older 
adults and identified that these participants possess identity and institutional exclu-
sion due to discrimination. Zhang and Yamamoto [51] reveal how cultural attitudes 
and social norms influence mobility-related social exclusion among Japanese older 
adults. Restrepo Pineda et al. [52] revealed the social stigmatization experience 
which ultimately influences the older adults’ vulnerability and risk of social exclu-
sion. Barbosa Neves et al. [53] tried to understand the meanings that older adults 
ascribe to social isolation in the Australian context. Similarly, a recent study [54] 
explored the challenges faced by homeless older rural–urban migrants and identified 
social exclusion as a significant challenge. 

Existing research He et al. [55] also recognize that the more aged people are more 
likely to be prone to social inequality, comparatively restricted participation in daily 
activities, and worsening physical conditions in urban environments. It implies that 
the increased physical vulnerability and peers’ dependence in later life could prompt 
exclusion among older adults. Similarly, there are differences between men’s and 
women’s associated risks of social exclusion [56]. Thus, gender profoundly impacts 
how older adults experience their life. In addition to gender, the lower economic status
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of older adults significantly puts them at a more significant disadvantage and more 
prone to social exclusion [57]. Moreover, older adults’ family type and relationship 
with their children are among the critical factors for social exclusion among older 
adults [58, 59, 60]. 

The above review clearly states that numerous factors influence social exclusion 
among older adults. However, most research on this topic has been conducted in 
developed countries. Even though the necessity to analyze social exclusion from 
the experiences of older Asian adults has been highlighted [61, 22], there is limited 
evidence from the South Asian context. Moreover, few notable research studies [62, 6, 
3, 63] have adopted quantitative methods to analyze social exclusion in the Pakistani 
context. However, to our information, there have been no studies to date that have 
investigated the experiences of socially excluded Asian older adults using qualitative 
data. Hence, it is crucial to reflect the aspirations of socially excluded older adults 
from the Asian context, customize policies to their needs and avoid frustrations of 
late-life challenges. Thus, the study aims to address the research question, i.e., what 
is the nature and level of social exclusion among older adults in Pakistan? In this 
regard, the present research details outcomes on older adults’ experiences of their 
social exclusion based on in-depth semi-structured interviews with older adults living 
in the selected union councils of Lahore metropolitan Pakistan. 

3 Methods 

3.1 Study Setting 

The present research was undertaken in Lahore metropolitan Pakistan. It is a city 
with 11 million inhabitants, with 6% being 60 or older [64]. This percentage is 
about the same as that of the rest of Pakistan. The Lahore metropolitan incorporates 
several zones their respective municipal corporations govern [65]. The union council 
is recognized as the smallest administrative unit per the local government system and 
can be referred to as the neighbourhood in the international context. Geographically, 
the metropolitan is located in the northeast part of the Punjab province. It is the hub of 
many industrial and commercial activities and attracts many migrants from various 
parts of Punjab and surrounding districts [66]. 

3.2 Study Design, Participants, and Technique 

Moustakas [67] suggested that open-ended remarks and questions be utilized to 
obtain information on the topic and issue using the lengthy interview approach. This 
study used one-on-one in-depth semi-structured interviews among many qualitative 
data collection techniques. Numerous researchers have recognized the significance
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of using semi-structured interviews in qualitative studies [68, 69]. These studies 
have revealed that semi-structured interviews can help understand the motivations 
behind public perceptions, beliefs, and judgments. Furthermore, the versatility of a 
semi-structured interviewing technique allows for a reciprocal investigative process 
in which the investigator and respondent cooperate to discover meanings [70]. 

Given the geographical scope of the Lahore metropolitan, it was challenging to 
cover the whole study area. Hence, this study used a multi-stage sampling approach to 
collect the data to maintain the probability. Multi-stage sampling involves obtaining 
a sample from a population by splitting a study population into smaller and smaller 
groups and then performing a simple random selection to determine the samples 
[71]. Hence, two out of nine Municipal Administrative Zones within Lahore were 
selected. Three Union Councils (UCs) were chosen randomly among these chosen 
zones. First, we selected ‘Gulberg Zone’ and ‘Data Gunj Buksh Zone’. Then, three 
UCs within the Gulberg Zone were selected, including Model Town, Garden Town, 
and Gulberg III. At the same time, Mozang, Shadman, and Anarkali were chosen 
from Data Gunj Buksh Zone. Therefore, this study eventually covered six UCs in 
Lahore. Figure 1 shows the location map of the study area. 

The target participants were older adults (aged 60 years and above) residing in the 
selected UCs of the Lahore metropolitan. Given the essential typology of older adults 
identified in the existing literature, an effort was made to select participants of various

Fig. 1 Location of selected union councils (UCs) in Lahore metropolitan (Adapted from Al-Rashid 
et al. 72) 
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aged-groups, gender, socio-economic characteristics, family type and relationships, 
etc., to investigate the complex social exclusion phenomenon. The interviews were 
conducted during October-December in 2021, each taking an average of 50 min. 
We followed a set protocol to portray the experiences of older adults. The inter-
view protocol was pre-tested through recording, and two interviews were initially 
conducted with older adults in the study area. The protocol was also directed with the 
help of allied academic scholars and relevant research guidelines. Thus, academic 
experts examined these interviews, and the research protocol was modified to improve 
flow. 

Numerous researchers have pointed out the justifications for selecting qualita-
tive research samples. For instance Creswell [73, p. 189] states, “From my review 
of many qualitative research studies, I have found have found … phenomenology to 
typically range from three to ten”. Morse [74] agrees with Creswell [73], indicating 
that good phenomenological research requires six participants. In line with this, 
Morse [74] discussed the significance of recognizing data saturation while carrying 
out qualitative research. Finally, Malterud et al. [75] offered the concept termed 
‘information power’ to describe the discrepancies in applying saturation to diverse 
qualitative research techniques. Given the significance of information power, we 
made concerted efforts to consider these characteristics when deciding the data satu-
ration and required sample size. Hence, in total, 11 participants were included in this 
study. 

Before starting the discussion, all invited participants were asked to fill out the 
informed consent form before starting the discussion. All interviews were conducted 
face-to-face and in a quiet, distraction-free environment which helped individuals 
disclose their real-life experiences without worrying about their confidentiality being 
breached. The recorded responses allowed us to repeat the transcription and further 
data analysis. Considering the data saturation, the data from eleven interviews were 
finalized for further analysis. Table 1 summarizes the key characteristics of the 
participants.

Regarding gender, most informants were females: seven informants were female 
(63.6%), and four informants were male respondents (36.3%). The participants’ ages 
were evenly distributed (mainly from the 70s to 80s), where the maximum age was 
83 and a minimum of 60. Participants from a variety of socio-economic statuses 
participated in this study. Moreover, there was also an equal representation of older 
adults from the six selected union councils. 

The sample data shown above reflect that the perspectives of a wide range of 
participants were incorporated into this study. Similarly, we verified the validity 
and reliability of this research by employing participant validation, emphasizing 
negative experiences in the data, presenting high-quality quotations as support, and 
cross-checking derived codes among the research team [76]. Moreover, it is critical 
to mention that the lead researcher belongs to the case study area and is quite familiar 
with the local context of older adults. Therefore, he recognized some participants 
and understood the context before initiating this research.
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Table 1 Summary of the participants’ profiles 

Participant code Gender Age Level of education Income level Union Council 

P-01 Male 69 Masters High Model Town 

P-02 Male 62 Illiterate Low Anarkali 

P-03 Female 67 Illiterate High Garden Town 

P-04 Male 60 Primary Low Shadman 

P-05 Female 64 Post-graduation High Model Town 

P-06 Female 72 Matriculation High Gulberg 

P-07 Female 83 Bachelors Low Mozang 

P-08 Male 68 Primary Middle Garden Town 

P-09 Female 73 Matric Middle Shadman 

P-10 Female 76 Intermediate Low Anarkali 

P-11 Female 81 Primary Middle Mozang

3.3 Data Analysis 

QSR NVivo 12 was employed as the primary instrument to conduct the coding 
and analysis of qualitative data. All transcripts derived from the recordings were 
saved as text files and loaded into the NVivo software. Furthermore, the notes taken 
during the interview sessions were also included in these text documents. These 
memos served as a reminder of any crucial ideas that came to the researcher’s mind 
during the interview sessions. While examining the transcripts, NVivo enabled the 
researcher to highlight certain sections or text phrases and assign a code name for 
the preliminary development of codes. These initial codes served as a foundation for 
thematic analysis. Moreover, the word cloud analysis was also done using NVivo 
to reveal the most frequent words used by the participants. Thus, the word cloud 
and coding approach enabled the investigator to develop themes and sub-themes that 
might be used for in-depth analysis. 

4 Results 

This section describes the themes discovered through the face-to-face in-depth semi-
structured interviews that depicted the core of the social exclusion behaviour. The 
interview findings were combined and utilized to explain social exclusion behaviour 
among older adults. The themes were generated based on the coding and word cloud 
analysis using NVIVO. Firstly, the overall word cloud of the statements related to 
social exclusion was developed. The word cloud helped reveal the keywords used 
by older adults concerning their social exclusion issues. The word cloud further 
supported the development of the themes and sub-themes for explaining social 
exclusion.
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Fig. 2 Word-Cloud of most-frequently used terms related to social exclusion 

Figure 1 shows the overall word cloud of the most frequently used terms related 
to social exclusion. The top fifty words that older adults frequently use are shown. 
The selected minimum word length was four, and the words of similar meanings 
were grouped to enhance the sense and identify the critical words or key concepts. 

Figure 2 clearly shows the choice of terms explaining older adults’ social exclu-
sion. The focus is on other keywords such as activities, resources, neighbourhood, 
involve, interact, isolated, relations, etc. The overall cloud analysis shows that older 
adults’ access to essential resources and participation in everyday activities is vital 
for social inclusion. The word ‘public transport’ and ‘private travel’ are also notice-
able in the word cloud, suggesting that excellent access and mobility are crucial to 
their social exclusion phenomenon. 

Secondly, the themes and sub-themes were generated from the coding process. 
With quotations from the interviews supporting the results, each theme and its related 
sub-themes are debated in the proceeding discussion. The researcher was able to 
identify a total of seven concepts from the various responses that were collected 
from the informants. These seven factors were separated into three theme categories: 
(1) restricted access to essential resources, (2) lack of participation, and (3) poor 
social relations and resources. Figure 3 visually depicts the themes and sub-themes 
for social exclusion. The theme related to restricted access to essential resources 
includes health and shopping/leisure. The lack of participation consists of three sub-
themes: socio-economic activities, community or cultural activities, and political 
activities. At the same time, the poor social relations and resources include two 
sub-themes: lack of neighbourhood social connectedness and loneliness. All these 
concepts are related to social exclusion.
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Fig. 3 Themes and sub-themes for explaining the social exclusion 

4.1 Restricted Access to Essential Resources 

The first theme (i.e., restricted access to essential resources) comprises health and 
shopping/leisure. Smooth access to health services is necessary for the ageing popu-
lation. However, the problem is that health-related services are not equally accessible 
among older adults. The interview results suggested the uneven distribution across the 
gender and socio-economic level of the participants. In other words, the high-income 
group participants could easily access health services in their private vehicles (espe-
cially cars) without delay. For example, a high-income participant (P-05) indicated 
the abundant availability of the hospitals in her vicinity, and she usually accesses 
these facilities in her private cars without any restrictions. She said: 

“The availability of essential services is within my vicinity. All high-class facilities are 
available nearby, so I do not need to go outside there… for the medical facility, there are 
three main hospitals near my home… I use my own transport” (P-05) 

Similarly, another high-income respondent (P-06) revealed the ease of access 
to health facilities. However, access among lower-income and a few middle-income 
adults is constrained and time-bound due to the unavailability of private modes. Thus, 
they rely mainly on their peers, who usually escort them on the Qingqi rickshaw or



Older Adults’ Experiences of Social Exclusion in Pakistan … 233

Uber. For example, a low-income female participant (P-10) mentioned the availability 
of health services within and near his residence. However, she is dependent on her 
brother due to the unavailability of public bus routes. She said: 

“There are numerous hospitals / private clinics in Mozang, present within the 15-20 mins 
ride. But there are no specific public bus routes to these health facilities. Thus, I need to wait 
for my brother to escort me to the hospital on his motorbike” (P-10) 

The second sub-theme in the restricted access to the essential service’s theme 
was shopping or leisure. The nature of access to shopping places was also crucial 
to the participants when examining their social exclusion behaviour. Leisure and 
shopping resources could provide prospects for social interaction and improve life 
quality. Thus, access to these leisure resources is particularly essential for older 
adults. Like health care accessibility, the participants’ feedback provided varying 
socio-demographic attributes. The accessibility of high-income adults to the shop-
ping areas was far more convenient than the low-income respondents. However, 
the middle-income participants possessed moderate access to these leisure/shopping 
areas. For example, the high-income participants (P-05 and P-06) mentioned their 
residence as adjacent to the central commercial district of Lahore, where all leisure 
and world-class shopping facilities are available, and all these facilities are easily 
accessible by their private modes. 

“….and if want to go for some shopping and leisure, all these things/shops are near to my 
home. Mostly we go to Liberty.” (P-05) 

“Gulberg III is adjacent to the main commercial hub and business district of Lahore. 
Thus, all shopping facilities are available within the vicinity…and usually prefer own car to 
access these services.” (P-06) 

Some middle-income participants preferred online taxi services to avoid these 
issues to access the shopping facilities. For example, P-09 said: “… and prefer to 
use online taxis such as Uber and Cream. These are convenient and easy to go for 
shopping and other leisure activities. It avoids fatigue and public transport hustle.” In 
contrast, a low-income male (P-04) mentioned the barriers to accessing the shopping 
facilities. According to him, there is a need to take multiple transport modes, including 
metro bus and Qingqi. He said: “… and need to take a combination of public transport 
modes to reach the desired shopping places. Hired rickshaw is not affordable. So, 
commonly, take the metro bus and Qingqi. However, there are numerous accessibility 
issues with these modes….” 

4.2 Lack of Participation 

There was an agreement that the lack of participation has negative consequences 
among older adults, as discussed in three sub-themes: (1) socio-economic activities, 
(2) cultural or community activities, and (3) political activities. Effective participation 
in socio-economic activities is essential to counter ageing challenges. The interview
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results revealed that compared to high-income participants, the involvement of low-
income older adults in economic activities was relatively challenging, with some 
financial burdens and responsibilities. For example, a low-income participant (P-04) 
mentioned the issues of getting daily employment. He said: “Mainly involved in day 
labour… and sometimes, I wait for many days to get some new task or work… It also 
increases my financial burdens.” 

However, a middle-income male participant (P-08) discussed his engagement with 
the real-estate business. He added: “I am involved with the real-estate business, and 
I assist my friend… and contribute to my personal as well as my family income. So, 
at the end of the month, I have some money to spend on my personal needs.” 

Moreover, a high-income male respondent (P-01) offered his part-time services 
to a local university that helped him financially. He mentioned: “… and partly offer 
my teaching services to a local university here in Lahore. It always feels good to be 
involved with your profession.” Notably, most older females (except P-05) did not 
participate in economic activities regardless of income level. Most female participants 
did not work after retirement and somewhat assisted their families in homemaking. 

Another concept in this theme group was the lack of participation in community 
or cultural activities. The interview results provided exciting insights into the older 
adults’ community activities. Most female participants believed they hardly partici-
pated in social events in their locality. One of the critical reasons mentioned during 
the interviews was the social pressure and limited time owing to their engagement 
in helping household work with other family members. For example, the participant 
(P-10) mentioned her reliance on her brother for everyday activities. 

“… always rely on my brother for help in any activity. I am not used to it and feel reluctant. 
I hardly get myself involved in any community or social activity.” (P-10) 

Another female participant (P-07) discussed the caretaking engagement of her 
granddaughters as one of the reasons for limited community participation. She added: 
“the full-time engagement with my granddaughters keeps me busy. I love to spend 
time with them…I only engage outside in any cultural activity while accompanying 
with other family members, which they do hardly”. 

Low-income male older adults also mentioned a lack of involvement in local 
community activities. However, such activity participation is relatively higher among 
high-income older adults. Similar results regarding political participation among 
older adults were reported. The findings from the qualitative interviews informed 
that political involvement was commonly seen among high-income adults. It was 
observed that some high-income participants were members of the various manage-
ment committees in their neighbourhoods despite their busy routines. Thus, they 
tried to attend meetings and social activities arranged by their supported political 
party. In this regard, P-01 reported: “… strongly supported the candidate of Pakistan 
Muslim League-N political party during the recent elections… and often organize 
and actively participate in the political events mainly conducted at the Model Town 
Community centre” (P-01). 

In contrast, no such community groups were in unplanned locations such as 
Mozang or Anarkali. Moreover, some financial and social issues also affected
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the participation of low-income participants (such as P-02 and P-04) in political 
activities. They mentioned: 

“I remain too involved in daily waging. And if I do not earn, I cannot feed my family. So, 
there is a lack of time and financial resources… and hardly involved in any political event.” 
(P-04) 

“I have don’t have interest in any political party or their relevant activities. I am only 
concerned for my daily earning.” (P-02) 

4.3 Poor Social Relations and Resources 

The last theme in the group of social exclusion factors was poor social relations and 
resources. This group or theme possesses two sub-themes: the lack of neighbour-
hood social connectedness and loneliness. Neighbourhood social connectedness is an 
essential dimension of a healthy ageing society. The interview results found that the 
connectedness among the neighbours is entirely satisfactory in low-income neigh-
bourhoods. A few low-income participants (such as P-10) mentioned that everyone 
in their area knows each other. He added: “… and we know everyone in our street.” 
Similarly, another participant (P-07) disclosed that she often visits their neighbouring 
friends and sits together in the evenings. “… have good relations with our imme-
diate and nearby fellows… and in the afternoon, I often visit them… Especially 
during summer, we mutually walk and go to some nearby park or public place in the 
afternoon” (P-07). 

In contrast, the social connectedness among neighbours in high-income areas (i.e., 
Gulberg, Garden Town, and Model Town) is very low. For example, the participant 
(P-06) stated she hardly recognized her neighbours. She said: “I hardly recognize 
anyone in my street. People rarely come out to walk; they prefer their private car, 
and to enjoy the natural environment, they use their indoor lawn.” Moreover, P-05 
reported that she generally visits their relatives rather than their neighbours. She 
added: “Actually, almost my whole family reside near to my house and within my 
vicinity. So, I prefer to visit relatives and don’t like to interact with neighbours” 
(P-05). 

In addition to the lack of neighbourhood social connectedness, loneliness was 
also revealed as one factor of social exclusion. The interview findings also provided 
varying income levels, family type, and functioning. Low- and middle-income older 
adults received less loneliness, especially those living in joint families. The interview 
participants, for example, P-10, disclosed that the level of care does not make them 
feel lonely. She mentioned: “… even though I got divorced during my early life. I do 
not have any son or daughter with whom I can live in this phase of my life. But the 
level of care I receive from my brother and his children is priceless. They take of me 
and assist me in meeting my needs” (P-10). 

Moreover, the joint family of the participant (P-07) kept her involved in home-
making activities, thus reducing her feelings of loneliness. She said: “… and most of
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my time is spent in assisting and helping my granddaughters in homemaking. They 
also do care of me and keep myself busy… and likes to assist” (P-07). 

Contrarily, high-income older adults personally feel lonely while staying at home. 
The prime reason behind this is the neglected attitude of their children, i.e., the 
busy routines and other priorities of their children and grandchildren. For example, 
regardless of the availability of the servants, she (P-06) feels lonely in her house. She 
said: “…and the busy routine of my husband and son. Their full-time engagement 
in the catering business keeps them busy, and they spend most of their time outside 
the home. So, it makes me feel lonely during most time of the day.” Moreover, the 
participant (P-03) mentioned the lack of care from her sons due to their unavailability 
during the day. She disclosed: “…but my sons remain busy in their routine jobs… 
engagement of my grandsons with their social activities or their life priorities. So, 
they spend less time at home, which makes me feel isolated.” 

5 Discussion 

It has been widely established that pleasant social and physical environments facil-
itate older adults to live independently and socially integrated [5]. However, this 
idealised notion does not always exist, generating negative experiences, particu-
larly during the pandemic. In this study, we have discovered the critical aspects of 
the socio-physical environments that drive social exclusion behaviour among older 
adults. Based on the in-depth semi-structured interviews with older adults in the 
Lahore metropolitan, this study aimed to explore the older adults’ social exclusion 
experiences. Given the qualitative data and the above findings, the following critical 
insights can be summarized to analyze the level and nature of social exclusion among 
older adults in Pakistan. 

The findings revealed that access to essential resources and participation in 
everyday activities is crucially linked with transport availability and accessibility. 
It suggests the relationship between older adults’ social exclusion and their level of 
access to different transport modes, i.e., the less transport access, the more social 
exclusion older adults face or vice versa. A similar result is also indicated in previous 
research such as [77, 78, 79], who found that the individual who perceives the 
transport system as accessible encounters less exclusion in daily socio-economic 
activities. 

In line with the existing literature [36, 80], the interview results further suggested 
that most high-income older adults had no problem accessing essential health and 
leisure resources. Moreover, they were actively engaged in daily socio-economic and 
community activities. This is because the higher-income older adults had a readily 
available private car and could easily access and participate in their desired activi-
ties [81, 82, 83]. In contrast, the unavailability of a personal car and the numerous 
accessibility issues with the public transport services enhanced the social exclusion 
problem, particularly among low-income older adults. One potential pathway is to
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concentrate on the positive aspect where an older adult with good perceived accessi-
bility was likely to report less social exclusion experience [3]. Another pathway is to 
look at the ease of travel to participate in necessary activities to prevent exclusion. The 
availability of private or public transport reduces social exclusion among older adults. 
Therefore, the person who experiences high exclusions and cannot travel would have 
a reduced possibility of coping with social exclusion due to the unavailability or lack 
of access to public and private transport modes. 

Lack of affection with children or grandchildren was among the sources cited for 
causing loneliness among older adults. Thus, good family functioning was essential, 
and low functioning appeared as a cause for loneliness, as depicted in the previous 
literature [58, 59, 60]. It was revealed, for example, that good family functioning, 
caring attitudes, and close household ties could make older adults feel respectable and 
vital for their families, eliminating loneliness. Moreover, family members lifestyles 
and employment status were also related to loneliness among older adults. It appears 
that the children’s employment status and busy routines might cause the problem of 
a poor social bond among the family members, especially with older adults. Such 
peers may likely spend more time outside their homes to perform their economic and 
other preferred social activities (e.g., hanging out with friends or travelling). Thus, 
evidence suggests that the relationships between older adults and their families or 
caretakers can help reduce the social exclusion experience. 

In addition to family functioning, family type significantly influences older adults’ 
social exclusion. The interview results revealed that the older adults who lived in 
joint families reported lesser social exclusion than those from the nucleus families, 
as reported in existing studies [84, 60]. The findings revealed that older adults from 
joint families had enough quality time with their family members. Some female 
participants mentioned their participation in homemaking activities during their free 
time, which reduced their loneliness. However, the older adults from the nuclear 
families noted their loneliness experiences when their peers were not home. In 
line with the issues discussed in this research, the existing literature [85, 86] also  
mentioned that the centuries-old strong joint and extended family system in Pakistani 
society is changing rapidly and is being replaced by the nuclear family system. Such 
nuclear family systems are expected to be comparatively weak economically and 
politically and exaggerate daily problems for older adults [86]. Thus, this is an 
evident concern for social scientists and researchers to develop appropriate social 
sustainability policies for older adults. 

Neighbourhood social connectedness is notable in reducing loneliness among 
Pakistani older adults. It allows them to mingle with them during their free time 
without depending on any transport modes. The findings further suggested that 
neighbourhood social connectedness was significant among low-income older adults. 
It might be due to the difference in the neighbourhood characteristics. There are 
apparent discrepancies between the high-income and low-income neighbourhoods 
in the local context of Pakistan, where people in high-income urban settings are 
mainly concerned with their own lives and hardly know their neighbours. Similarly, 
the older adults from high-income areas had lower social connectedness because they 
hardly see and recognize neighbours. This was not the case for low-income zones
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with greater social cohesion among neighbours. Sampson et al. [87] suggested that 
the lack of identification with their immediate surroundings and perceptions of safety 
and trust can substantially influence a community’s capacity to develop strong bonds 
and collective resilience. Thus, the lack of contact and recognition with neighbours 
among older adults affects social connectedness, especially when they are alone at 
their residence. 

5.1 Practical Implications 

There was a widespread consensus among participants that the neighbourhood’s 
social character had weakened significantly over time. Older adults become increas-
ingly reliant on others in their community as they age, leading to an inactive lifestyle. 
However, neighbourhood cohesion, community trust and integration could promote 
safety and independent mobility. Thus, to enhance the possibilities for a prolonged 
and healthy life, one critical focus for policymakers and practitioners is to help 
neighbourhood organizations and local governments strengthen cohesion among 
older adults and across generations and recognise vigorous dilemmas of anti-social 
behaviour in programs advocating neighbourhood regeneration. A recent review 
provides similar recommendations, suggesting the significance of reciprocity and 
recognition of personal differences in addressing social needs [88]. 

The focus must also be on the neighbourhood’s political environment and commu-
nity activities. This is vital concerning both neighbourhood social cohesion and 
community identity. It is also likely that the activity participation would eventu-
ally reduce if resource accessibility issues remained unaddressed. Therefore, this 
dimension turns out to be noticeable in this research. The findings emphasize how 
older adults with insufficient income cannot participate in the everyday sociocul-
tural and political arenas. However, this situation is especially imperative for older 
women regardless of financial status. It demands immediate measures from social 
scientists, policymakers, and local government to focus on trust-building relation-
ships, analyzing older adults’ crucial needs, advancing social character in the neigh-
bourhood, and providing opportunities to participate in essential community activi-
ties. Moreover, neighbourhood-level communal facilities need to be expanded, i.e., 
communal services are intended to be used and shared by individuals of different 
interests and ages, leading to harmonious relations between other groups. In conclu-
sion, age-friendly cities encourage multigenerational interaction and interpersonal 
enrichment, which can help older adults overcome social exclusion. 

Removing socio-physical barriers, including inadequate lighting, substandard 
road surfaces, poor social support, etc., impeding people with functional disabili-
ties from getting around would reduce social exclusion. It might be claimed that 
enhancing older adults’ ability to remain connected to society prevents social exclu-
sion. Moreover, it could also minimize the fall risks among older adults and substan-
tially influence their level of activity participation. It has been stated that introducing 
minor infrastructural improvements during the design stage is significantly less
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expensive than incorporating changes later and that ’inclusive’ environments assist all 
inhabitants. In addition, appropriate and effective public transport services are essen-
tial for older adults when surviving a socially active and independent life. Hence, 
the built environment and transport accessibility are crucial for activity participation 
and social inclusion among older adults. 

The identified overlapping themes and policy areas indicate that practices and 
policies must interact across professions and organisations and work across typical 
responsibilities when confronting social exclusion among older adults. Walsh et al. 
[89] also advocate that the informal practice, where individuals cooperate beyond 
the system boundaries of the public, private, cooperative, and family/friend domains, 
could reinforce societies’ capability to overcome social exclusion among older adults. 

6 Conclusion 

The present research discovered the complexity of the social exclusion phenomenon 
among older adults in Pakistan and identified its vital aspects: restricted access to 
essential resources, lack of participation, and poor social relations and resources. 
These different dimensions of social exclusion were inextricably linked. This neces-
sitates cross-system collaboration and research that includes socio-physical attributes 
of social exclusion. More specifically than other studies on social exclusion, this 
research emphasizes the significance of socio-political assistance for older adults’ 
inclusion and social cohesion within the neighbourhood. Resource accessibility and 
family support are crucial attributes of how older adults might be socially included 
and integrated within the neighbourhood, which must be carefully considered in 
potential social exclusion research and practice and policy interventions. Hence, 
understanding older adults’ perspectives and their active participation in programs is 
critical for formulating successful policies to eliminate social exclusion and facilitate 
healthy ageing in the post-pandemic era. 
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Abstract The demand for collective gatherings and recreational space has been 
rising as a response to the three-year itch of staying indoors and social distancing 
due to the global COVID-19 pandemic. Crowds are spilling out in the city and 
rejuvenating places, yet also causing dangerously overcrowded and uncontrolled 
situations. Planning is also challenged by the temporary use of space and the unpre-
dictable nature of crowds during events, requiring a deep understanding of the crowd 
flow and flexibility in planning. How can places be prepared to accommodate the 
sudden influx of crowds safely? This chapter focuses on the case study of the tragic 
crowd crush in a once-festive alley celebrating Halloween in Itaewon, Seoul, the 
Republic of Korea, in 2022. What sort of planning methods could have prevented 
the crowd crush? Many past similar events worldwide reported a significant number 
of casualties and deaths, especially related to stampedes. This chapter analyzes the 
tragedy in retrospect in terms of form, programming, and the roles of stakeholders 
while reviewing and drawing lessons learned from relevant crowd-control measures 
elsewhere that could have been applied to avoid such an incident. Ultimately, this 
chapter offers insights and guidelines for planning for future crowd-raising occasions 
in limited spaces. 

Keywords Urban planning · Crowd management · Post-pandemic planning · And 
urban safety

J. Shin 
World Bank, City and Metropolitan Planning, University of Utah, Incheon, South Korea 

R. Ahsan (B) 
City and Metropolitan Planning Department, University of Utah, Incheon, South Korea 
e-mail: reazul.ahsan@utah.edu 

S. Ezazaa 
Urban Design and Planner, Reichen et Robert & Associés International, Rabat, Morocco 

© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature Singapore Pte Ltd. 2024 
K. M. Nahiduzzaman (ed.), Making Sense of Planning and Development for the 
Post-Pandemic Cities, City Development: Issues and Best Practices, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-97-5481-6_12 

245

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-981-97-5481-6_12&domain=pdf
mailto:reazul.ahsan@utah.edu
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-97-5481-6_12


246 J. Shin et al.

1 Introduction 

Urban planning and population control are essential for mitigating risks in cities and 
urban regions. As cities continue to grow and urbanize, they must be constructed and 
maintained to minimise the risk of harm to their citizens and visitors. Urbanization can 
pose significant challenges for urban crowd management due to the rapid increase in 
population density in urban areas. The high concentration of people in cities can lead 
to overcrowding in certain places, which can exacerbate problems of public safety 
and security. Managing crowds in urban areas become even more difficult during 
massive gatherings, such as festivals or sporting events, where vast numbers of people 
converge on a single location. Especially after the global COVID-19 pandemic has 
become more controllable with the distribution of vaccines, cities have been lifting 
bans on massive gatherings and facial masks, collective gatherings are expected to 
increase. Further complicating the problem of crowd control in cities, the permanence 
of the layout and infrastructure of urban areas can make it difficult to move large 
numbers of people quickly and efficiently without proper planning. Ensuring the 
safety of urban places is further challenged by the temporary use of space and the 
unpredictable nature of crowds during events, requiring a deep understanding of 
the crowd flow and flexibility in planning. How can places be prepared to safely 
accommodate the sudden influx of crowds when the spatial form is fixed and limited? 

Considering that in modern days, major crowd events occur on a larger scale with 
higher densities and as crowd tragedies occur all over the world, it is time for urban 
professionals to think of a new approach to urban policy, design, and research that 
gives whole new techniques and insights [1]. For this, two different disciplines come 
into play. Urban planning is the purposeful and methodical design of urban places and 
structures, considering the community’s requirements and safety. Conversely, crowd 
management is the design and execution of techniques to manage and regulate the 
movement and conduct of huge crowds in public settings. Urban planning and crowd 
management directly impact the safety and well-being of the urban people. Including 
risk minimization as a primary design and implementation aspect for both is crucial. 

Therefore, city planners and authorities need to develop effective strategies for 
crowd management that can cope with the increasing demands of urbanization. This 
includes implementing technologies and infrastructure improvements that can help 
manage and direct people efficiently and training emergency services and other first 
responders to quickly respond to situations that may arise. Also, it is important 
to critically assess past mistakes, then incorporate various methods to mitigate the 
damage, which can include contemporary technologies and data analysis. 

This paper focuses on South Korea’s unfortunate and large-scale crowd crush 
that occurred in the narrow back alley of a popular area in Seoul, South Korea in 
October 2022. The crowd crush is South Korea’s deadliest disaster since the sinking 
of the MV Sewol in 2014, and it is the city’s deadliest mass death incident since 
the Sampoong Department Store collapse in 1995 [2]. It is the country’s bloodiest 
crowd crush, surpassing the 1959 event at the Pusan Municipal Stadium that killed 
67 people [3]. After weeks of inquiry, a special police team decided that a lack of
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safety procedures and other lapses contributed to the high number of deaths. This 
tragedy has been selected as a case study as it alerted the world that even in a city 
considered highly developed, modern, and safe, such a disaster can occur, forcing 
planners to reconsider urban planning from a different perspective and to incorporate 
a variety of crowd control methods to make crowded urban spaces safer. 

2 Literature Review on Crowd Management 

One of the critical components of crowd management is first understanding the 
crowd in mass gatherings. Some studies focused on the characteristics of the crowd. 
In a study about the crowd management of outdoor music festivals, the type of 
performance, crowd demographics, and consumption of drugs and alcohol were 
identified as major factors influencing crowd behavior and safety [4]. Fruin [5] further 
adds to the crowd management literature that the force and pressure of the crowd, 
the information upon which the crowd reacts, space (form), and time (the duration 
of the crowding and event scheduling) can largely determine the outcome of a crowd 
disaster. 

Next, preparing the event’s space configuration (form) by assessing its capacity is 
an essential step for crowd management. In addition, it is also important to understand 
the movement pathways of the crowd and its flow directions because the space 
configuration impacts these. By doing so, organizers can identify spatial obstacles 
that block the flow of people and remove them accordingly while strategically finding 
spatial solutions to divide and direct the crowd to avoid overcrowding. In the annual 
Hajj mecca event, a crowd crush happened twice, once in 1992, causing 1,426 deaths, 
and later in 2006, with 346 deaths after onsite improvement and enhanced crowd 
management [6]. The crowd’s high density is said to be the main cause of the crushing 
disaster, especially by doubling the number of pilgrims between 1982 and 2010. To 
tackle this problem, on-site improvement has been implemented by redesigning and 
widening the Jamarat Bridge, which is crossed by millions of pilgrims during the 
Hajj ritual stoning of the devil [7, 8]. The improved spatial management of the site 
of the Hajj, although it could not entirely prevent casualties, remains a good example 
proving the possibility of decreasing the disasters of such similar tragic events in the 
future [9], and simultaneously enhancing the experience of visitors. 

On the other hand, a multitude of crowd management research focuses on 
the actual management and programming (as opposed to the non-form-related) 
of the event while pointing out that inadequate emergency planning, insufficient 
training and experience with security, and understaffing are the primary and common 
attributes of crowd disasters [4, 10, 11, 12] emphasize that 90% of crowd manage-
ment is the planning before the event. The remaining 10% of the efforts focus on 
execution. In their work [12], understanding the crowd, location, and time of the 
event beforehand while cooperating and strategizing with multiple institutions and 
picking out on-site security personnel are all part of the pre-planning phase,executing
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the plan involved constant monitoring, controlling flows, preventing accidents, while 
ensuring communication throughout the event. 

Moreover, crowd management is a collaborative practice involving numerous 
stakeholders [12]. The stakeholders involved in a mass gathering event include both 
the attendees of the event and the staff responsible for their safety (police, firemen, 
medical services). In the pre-planning stage, the information about the nature of the 
group attending the event and the capacity and responsibilities of the staff to ensure 
safety are crucial elements to consider for planning mass gatherings. For both the pre-
planning stage and the actual event, full communication coordination among stake-
holders should be provided, which includes staff, local police, fire, nearby businesses 
and attendees, and medical emergency services. 

Lastly, in both the planning and execution phase, technology can be incorpo-
rated to strengthen security [7, 13]. Big data and IoT sensors can provide sufficient 
coverage at various spots throughout a city or venue through a mobile-operator pilot 
program. The system can uncover early opportunities for safety enhancements and 
enable stakeholders to make substantial improvements to how events, transportation 
networks, and venues are handled to ensure safe entrance and exit and minimize 
hazards. 

In sum, planning for crowd management involves multiple aspects but can be 
roughly categorized into first understanding the crowd and planning for safe crowd 
circulation and emergencies (programming) while considering and maneuvering the 
spatial characteristics (form), properly collaborating with relevant stakeholders, and 
incorporating technology to assist the process before and during the event. Planning 
strategies related to these factors can help avoid disasters in mass gathering events 
and also in generally crowded areas in the city. 

3 The Gap and Challenges in the Itaewon Halloween Event 

The translation of the factors related to crowd management in the case of the 
Halloween event in Itaewon can help understand the planning gaps and challenges 
to tackle for future similar events in the city of Seoul. 

3.1 Case Context: Itaewon Crowd Crush 

Seoul is one of the OECD cities with the highest population density. In the midst of the 
global Covid-19 outbreak, Seoul has implemented stringent safeguards, particularly 
for events and festivals where large crowds could spread the virus. Life gradually 
returned to normal after the pandemic, and restrictions were eased, allowing people 
to resume enjoying outdoor activities and events. After nearly two years, the famed 
district of Itaewon collected a crucial number of people to celebrate Halloween in
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October 2022. Unfortunately, this cyclic event ended tragically with the death of 156 
people and injuries in 170 due to a stampede in a small alley [14] (Figs. 1, 2). 

Site Area of Itaewon and the section detail explain the crowd crush in October 
2022 

In light of the tragic event of the district of Itaewon, crowd management in urban 
planning and design for dense cities such as Seoul, generally and in limited spaces 
specifically, is ultimately needed to mitigate the disasters of similar events in the 
future. 

The next section examines the relevant regulations and the reality of crowd 
management in terms of programming, form, and stakeholders in the case of the 
Itaewon crowd crush.

Fig. 1 The locational map where the urban crowd management failed and led to the deadly crowd 
crush [15] 

Fig. 2 Thematic description of the location, crowd density, and accessibility during the event 
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4 Programming for Mass Gatherings in South Korea 
(Republic of Korea) 

In the wake of the Halloween disaster in South Korea, the Chief Police Officer stated 
that “there are no manuals for planning for mass gatherings with no specific organizer 
in charge.” However, some manuals and relevant regulations that could have been 
flexibly applied to prevent or mitigate the disaster have existed, which were updated 
time and time again. 

The upper law (Framework Act on the Management of Disasters and Safety) 
defines that celebrations that need collaborative safety measures are applied to “local 
festivals” hosted by local authorities or private entities (Article 66-11 in the April 
2022 version). The conditions of such local festivals can fall into one of the following 
categories: local festivals that anticipate minimum 1,000 people at one time during the 
event or local festivals with high risk factors such as the use of highly inflammable 
or explosive materials or the location (e.g., a mountain or on the surface of the 
water). According to the law, in the case of private entities hosting such festivals, the 
private entity must submit an action plan to the respective local authority to ensure 
safety during the festival (Said Act, Article 66-1-➂). The Plan should incorporate 
consultations from the Fire Department, the Police, and other relevant organizations 
in advance and should include the following: (1) an overview of the local festival; 
(2) information on the organizer or manager of the location and facility and one’s 
responsibilities; (3) safety measures to prevent fire or human-related disasters; (4) 
a plan to secure safety personnel and their deployment during the event; and (5) a 
contingency plan in case of an emergency, including contact numbers of relevant 
officials in charge. 

Two Manuals following the law (Framework Act on the Management of Disasters 
and Safety) were also circulated prior to the disaster. The first is the Safety Manual 
for Unsystematized Mass Gatherings (Korea National Police Service 20141 ) which 
covers various events, such as festivals, performances, and athletic games—whether 
the event is public or private, indoors or outdoors, domestic or international, and 
profit or non-profit. It is mostly for the internal use of the police and relevant event 
organizers. The manual prototype was first created in 2005 and was limited to for-
profit events. However, this Manual, which first appeared in 2006, expanded its scope 
to non-profit events. It has detailed information on various threat factors organizers 
should consider when planning for events, such as crowd control, the layout and exit-
and-entrance plans, a plan when the venue goes beyond its capacity, and planning for 
the possibility that nearby subways or bus stops become overcrowded. It specifically 
advises that having separate exits and entrances ways are preferred, while there should 
be more exits. Also, it states if the exit way or stairways are narrow or steep, limiting 
the number of people passing by at the same time should be considered (p. 31) 
with the utilization of crowd control managers in particular entry points. It further 
suggests closing down nearby roads for better pedestrian flow. It also includes plans

1 Korean title: Dajung-Unjib Haengsa Ancheon-Gwallee Manual (다중운집행사안전관리매뉴얼). 
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to stop escalators in nearby subways while managing the crowd at subway entrances 
to avoid potential disasters due to sudden influxes of people. Throughout the event, 
a ready hotline for emergencies and constant communication should be available. 

The second Manual that follows the law (Framework Act on the Management of 
Disasters and Safety) is the regularly updated Local Festival Area Safety Manage-
ment Manual,2 published in 2005 (Ministry of the Interior and Safety). This Manual 
instructs how events, regardless of the event organizer, should plan for safety 
throughout the event. While its recent update was completed in 2021, this Manual 
was initially made in response to a series of stampedes during a music concert 
in Gyeongbuk Sangjoo Stadium in 2005 (11 deaths and 162 injured) and during 
the opening of an amusement park in Seoul in 2006 (35 injured). In this Manual, 
guidelines before, during, and after the event are included, while also highlighting 
particular (1) locational risks in mountain areas, water surfaces (sea, river, lake), 
(2) material-based risks, such as fire, inflammable materials, snow and ice, and (3) 
time-related risks, such as when events are held during the night. Although there are 
no guidelines specifically concerning sporadic events held separately by different 
private entities sharing the same narrow alleyway, the manual states venues with 
slopes should be reviewed by authorities if it is appropriate, that small and narrow 
areas should have a proper enter-and-exit plan, that safety guards that control the 
capacity should be present, and that any large-scale event must have an emergency 
communication system with relevant organizations in place. 

In sum, these laws and manuals have existed, giving practical guidelines to ensure 
safety during any event with large crowds with specific attention given to slopy 
narrow areas, stating the necessity of having crowd control managers and managing 
entrances and exits, along with roadside control in connection with nearby mass 
transit areas. The implementation and application of the regulations may have been 
what was lacking. 

5 Form  

In the case of the Itaewon Halloween event, one of the main causes of casualties and 
fatalities was directly influenced by crowd density in comparison to the limited space 
(form). While the back alley of Hamilton Hotel was a popular hangout for visitors 
for offering a variety of international cuisine and bar and club options, it dramatically 
attracted more crowds during Halloween weekends because of its festivity with 
people celebrating the night in flashy Halloween costumes. In terms of form, the 
problem area in the Itaewon alleyway was narrow and steep: 3.2 m in width and 40 m 
long with a nearly 10% slope. The catastrophe occurred in this short path connecting 
the neighborhood to one of the main subway stations on the main boulevard. The 
concentration of an immense throng in this steep lane impacted the capacity, which 
exceeded the limit and caused a crush.

2 Korean title: Jeeyeok-Chukje-Jang Ahnjuhn-Gwallee Manual (지역축제장안전관리매뉴얼). 
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Studies explain that the capacity for people per square meter is up to two point 
five to three people, and from four and above, the crowd can become unpredictable 
and at high risk [10]. The crowd can start to “float” with seven people per square 
meter, with individuals experiencing difficulty breathing with extreme body pressure 
due to the crowd and also being unable to move in any particular direction of one’s 
will. However, in the case of Itaewon, there were up to 12 people per square meter, 
subjecting each individual to immense pressure tantamount to 224 kg to 560 kg— 
equal to four to ten times one’s body weight [16]. Therefore, once some people 
could not endure the pressure anymore and began to fall in the middle of the narrow 
and steep alleyway, the crowd from the upper slope continued to flow downwards, 
causing serial collapses of bodies falling over bodies for ten minutes. Since there 
were no emergency route plans, crowd circulation plans, or any crowd control plans, 
the alleyway became uncontrollably crowded with people inundating through both 
ends, making it impossible to either exit or enter. 

According to the media and investigation reports, from the mid-point to the lower 
end of the alleyway became narrower because of illegal expansions of buildings on 
the side, eventually worsening the bottleneck. These illegally expanded alleyway 
buildings were not registered on the official building registry. Furthermore, the main 
road leading to the alleyway was crowded by obstacles, such as the subway ventilation 
box structure, and some street vendors using the space to sell clothes or street food. In 
spite of a previous area study on Itaewon commissioned by the government five years 
ago that recommended that pedestrian roads should be widened by undergrounding 
the adjacent subway ventilation box structure on the road nearby, no changes were 
made [17]. 

6 Stakeholders 

According to the Framework Act on the Management of Disasters and Safety (Article 
4: Responsibilities of the State and Other Entities), it is “the State and local govern-
ments that are responsible for protecting lives, bodies, and property of people from 
disasters or various other accidents,” and that they “shall endeavor to prevent disas-
ters or various other accidents and to mitigate damage therefrom, and shall formu-
late and implement plans to promptly deal with and recover from the damage.” 
Also, The head of a disaster management agency “…shall formulate and implement 
a safety management plan relating to his/her duties, and cooperate with a Special 
Metropolitan City…” having jurisdiction over his/her agency in performing disaster 
and safety management affairs. In other words, in general, the district authority in 
which the event takes place should be in charge of forming and implementing an 
overall safety management plan. 

Whereas in the same Act, Article 5 (Responsibilities of Citizens) states that 
“People shall fully cooperate with the State and local governments in performing 
disaster and safety management affairs, and endeavor to protect buildings and facil-
ities they own or use from any disaster or various other accidents.” This provides
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a basis that citizens who are direct stakeholders in the event, even if they are not 
the major host or organizer, should be fully cooperative to protect their “buildings 
and facilities.” However, does the law also include the alleyways “outside” of their 
buildings? 

The foreword in the Safety Manual (Korea National Police Service 2014), which is 
a more detailed version of the law, elaborates on the changing trends of how private 
events with a considerable number of participants are now equipping themselves 
with safety measures that private–public cooperative safety measures are on the rise, 
instead of the police-centric top- down safety management. The Manual ultimately 
highlights that it is, in principle, the private businesses’ responsibility to prepare 
themselves with the proper safety measures prior to the event. In this perspective, 
the law may be translated as businesses, along with the police and local authorities, 
are also partly responsible for considering beyond the interior of their buildings to 
ensure safety. 

Nevertheless, unlike “local festivals” as stated in the law and manuals, the weekend 
of Halloween was no large-scale concert or event hosted by the local authorities 
where the “one in charge” is clear. At least three major stakeholders were involved 
in the Itaewon disaster: the local authority (Gu-district office), the police, and the 
businesses. Like any other year, in preparation for the weekend of Halloween, the 
Yongsan Gu-district office evidently had an emergency meeting before Halloween 
with limited members of the local police present. This year (2022), the issues on 
the agenda were focused on preventing the spread of Covid-19, drug or sex-related 
crime, keeping the streets clean, and preventing illegal parking and facility- related 
accidents [18]. It is noticeable that there were no elements of traffic or crowd control 
in the meeting. Also, contrary to other cross-cutting emergency meetings with 40 
participants that included 119 emergency personnel in preparation for Halloween 
held two years prior to the year of the tragedy, this year’s meeting was much smaller 
in scale [19]. Since this was not considered a “local festival” organized by the Gu, a 
detailed safety management plan was not mandatory either. 

The police also respectively created their response plan prior to Halloween, yet 
there was more of a focus on policing illegal activities and Covid-19 control than 
focusing on crowd control, unlike in previous years. After there were repeated calls 
from citizens an hour and also 30 min prior to the disaster, the police repeatedly 
requested more police deployment, yet the police control tower did not respond to 
the request, losing another opportunity to mitigate the disaster. 

The Itaewon Merchant Association also met with the police prior to Halloween. 
However, according to the meeting minutes of the police, to tell the police to either 
reduce their deployment or be less stringent on policing not to discourage their visitors 
from enjoying the first mask-free event [20]. Businesses in the alleyway were solely 
focused on gladly greeting their customers with great expectations after suffering 
from years of deficit due to the pandemic. At most, they were concerned about the 
safety within their buildings. 

The crux of the matter in this tragedy was that there was no single primary entity in 
charge of the security of the alleyway filled with visitors. Thus every relevant entity 
could evade the responsibility to ensure the collective safety in an area commonly
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used by all other local businesses. There was the law and manuals, but no single 
entity was willing to plan for proper crowd control as they were not “mandatorily” 
obliged by law to do so. Security and safety in the streets are not directly translated 
into profits, so businesses may also lack the incentive to take the initiative. Yet, when 
there is a lack of security and safety, the results can be devastating as this incident 
unravels. 

7 Discussion: The Gap and Challenges in the Itaewon 
Halloween Event 

In the case of the Itaewon Halloween catastrophe, safeguard measures composed 
of form, programming, and stakeholder cooperation were mishandled or simply 
missing. There was no sole organizer responsible for orchestrating the programming 
for crowd control before or during the event; thus, no action resembling holistic 
programming was done. There was no measure to control the foot traffic in the 
narrow alleyway. Planning for narrow streets to be exit-only ways for the tentative 
space with appropriate police lines or privately hired security staff controlling the 
crowd were not present; there was no hotline or clear communication method among 
relevant stakeholders to notify each other of any emergencies, no extra measures to 
remove the obstructions in the narrow alleyway or reduce the bulk of the illegal build-
ings blocking the already narrow road. Needless to say, former advice on widening 
adjacent roads was also ignored. 

While there was general miscoordination of staff responsible for safety before 
and during the disaster, language was an additional barrier to communication during 
the disaster. This event generally attracted the younger population in addition to 
many foreign visitors that were found as victims among the crowd. Providing equal 
crowd communication through on-site media, message text, and other means for both 
categories of attendees, locals and foreigners, could have helped to ensure collective 
safety. 

In response to the Halloween disaster, the Seoul Metropolitan Council legislated 
an ordinance on December 30, 2022 that ensures the safety of events with no single 
or specific organizer in a particular place with at least 1,000 visitors in one place. 
The Mayor will be in charge of establishing a comprehensive safety plan which 
stipulates collaboration with the police when needed. It is yet too early to evaluate 
the effectiveness of such a measure, yet it can be considered a step in the right 
direction to prevent such tragedies in the future. 

Also, Seoul, known worldwide as a smart city, may plan in advance for events to 
use its communication infrastructures and urban big data information to handle large 
gatherings [21]. According to the Smart Seoul Data of Things Project,3 there are 
real-time smart crowd sensors on nearby roads in Itaewon. Yet, there is no indication 
of sensors near the location as shown in Fig. 2. Expanding such infrastructure in

3 https://data.seoul.go.kr/dataVisual/seoul/guide.do. 

https://data.seoul.go.kr/dataVisual/seoul/guide.do
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places with foreseeable crowding (as every year, the Itaewon Hamilton district was 
well known to get very crowded) in preparation of mass crowding and linking them 
with emergency hotlines while planning in advance can be helpful for effective crowd 
management (Fig. 3). 

The site analysis reveals that the Itaewon incident site has a single entrance and 
no traffic diversion measures (Fig. 2). This was identified as one of the causes for 
the occurrence. With a better urban design concept and emergency pedestrian traffic 
diversion, any urban event with a large crowd can be easily managed. The following 
diagram depicts a potential urban design and plan alternative that would reduce the 
likelihood of such urban incidents (Fig. 4). 

Diverting pedestrian traffic is always considered a successful urban crowd 
management tool. Such planning and design techniques have been used in Singapore, 
London Olympics, and Mecca Hajj pilgrim.

Fig. 3 The real-time site analysis of Itewon district and the incident site [22] 

Fig. 4 Alternative methods for managing urban crowds include widening entrances and exits and 
redirecting pedestrian traffic 
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The following section introduces some global examples of urban crowd manage-
ment that can provide guidelines to prevent crowd disasters in the future. 

8 Global Examples of Urban Crowd Management 

Advanced planning and upgrading of urban accessibility have become a technique for 
managing urban crowds, particularly during public events. Numerous major events 
throughout the world use technology. At the same time, accessibility management 
through urban design has proven to be a successful toll in reducing crowd crush 
in public events. One of the successful planning projects to control urban crowd 
management is the ‘Jamarat’ bridge in Mecca. The Jamarat bridge is designed to 
divers the pilgrims in an outflow to control the crowd and reduce the risks [6]. 
The following diagram shows the crowd management techniques of Jamatara bridge 
(Fig. 5). 

Few other events like 2012 Olympic Games in London [24], and New Years’s Eve 
Fesitivities in Sydney [11] used urban traffic follow and open space traffic direction 
methods to minimize the crowd crus in urban events. 

Another successful example of an effective plan for crowd management is Singa-
pore. Singapore has a comprehensive urban planning and crowd management strategy 
that prioritizes its residents’ and visitors’ safety and well-being [25]. Singapore 
employed physical planning, transportation planning, and the Internet of Things 
(IoT) to analyze and distribute the crowd to a low-crowded zone for urban crowd 
management. Some key features of Singapore’s crowd management plan include:

1. Efficient public transportation: Singapore has a well-developed public trans-
portation system that includes buses, trains, and taxis. This helps regulate people’s 
flow and minimize overcrowding in public spaces.

Fig. 5 The Jamarat bridge a planning approach to urban event crowd management in Mecca [23] 
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2. Designated event areas: Singapore has designated event areas for large-scale 
events, such as concerts and festivals. These areas are designed to accommodate 
large crowds and are equipped with appropriate infrastructure, such as restrooms 
and food and beverage concessions. 

3. Intelligent traffic management systems: Singapore has implemented an intel-
ligent traffic management system that helps regulate traffic flow and minimize 
congestion during peak hours and large events. 

4. Emergency response systems: Singapore has a well-coordinated emergency 
response system with a network of hospitals, ambulance services, and fire depart-
ments. This helps ensure that immediate medical assistance is available in an 
emergency. 

5. Crowd control measures: Singapore uses a range of crowd control measures, 
such as road closures, traffic diversions, and crowd management personnel, to 
minimize the risk of accidents and other incidents during large events [24]. 

9 Conclusion 

By having a greater understanding of how people move about a region, innova-
tive crowd management technologies for cities and huge events will improve stake-
holder experiences and production efficiency in the short and long run. Cities and 
site managers should consider how crowd control services could be useful in their 
particular context and the difficulties they can help resolve. Many cities today use 
various physical planning measures to deflect the urban populace, particularly during 
various public events. The most prevalent physical planning aspects include. 

Designing public spaces such as parks, plazas, and pedestrian zones facilitates 
people’s flow and reduces crowding in specific areas. This can be accomplished 
by providing multiple entrances and exits, utilizing barriers or physical elements to 
direct pedestrian flow, and creating comfortable seating and rest areas to disperse 
crowds. 

Traffic management can also play an important role in reducing urban conges-
tion. This can be accomplished by implementing traffic control measures such as 
traffic lights, roundabouts, and pedestrian crossings. By effectively managing traffic 
flow, reducing the population density in certain areas is possible. 

Effective use of technology such as real-time traffic monitoring systems and 
crowd monitoring can assist in identifying high-congestion areas and enabling swift 
responses to prevent overcrowding. It can also aid in identifying problem areas and 
facilitate the effective management of crowds during events or emergencies. 

Promoting alternative modes of transportation, such as walking, cycling, and 
public transportation, can help reduce the number of vehicles on the road and, in 
turn, traffic congestion and crowding. 

Event management, event organizers can reduce attendance by meticulously 
arranging and coordinating the event. This includes the event’s date, time, and loca-
tion, along with the quantity of tickets sold. Additionally, effectively plan with event
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attendees to assist them in determining their travel and arrival times. This can help 
to reduce congestion by spreading out the arrival and departure of masses. Adding 
more transportation options for attendees will also reduce rush-hour congestion. 
This includes enhanced bus and train service, in addition to shuttle buses to and from 
the event. Importantly, organizers can select facilities with sufficient space to facili-
tate the anticipated number of attendees. Security personnel with extensive training 
could monitor the crowd and assure its safety. This can aid in the prevention of throng 
crushes and stampedes. 

As the world recovers from the pandemic, it is evident that managing urban crowds 
will continue to be a top priority for communities everywhere. Effective crowd control 
measures will require technological breakthroughs, improved communication, and 
enhanced collaboration between the government, the private sector, and the commu-
nity. Equally important is that these programmes prioritise the health and safety of 
all individuals while simultaneously promoting accessibility, inclusivity, and equity. 

Moving forward, city planners and officials must examine the lessons learned from 
the epidemic as well as the changing demands and expectations of the residents. By 
focusing on sustainable and adaptable urban population management solutions, we 
can help guarantee that our cities remain dynamic, resilient, and safe places to live, 
work, and visit. 
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Abstract This chapter is intended for a review of the present urban planning and 
built environment scenarios in Hong Kong and to analyse the challenges that Hong 
Kong faces in tackling the pandemic with its urban planning and built environ-
ment. Lastly, this study came up with a few suggestions for how urban development 
and the built environment in Hong Kong could be adjusted after a pandemic. The 
objectives of the study were met through a meticulous review of journal databases 
like Google Scholar, PubMed, and Science Direct, as well as several reports from 
government and non-government organisations. The thematic analysis developed 
four themes, including urban development planning scenarios, built environment 
dynamics, COVID-19 transmission linked with urban design and built environment 
dynamics, and lessons learned and policy rethinking options in the post-pandemic era 
in Hong Kong. Urban development and built environment in Hong Kong include high-
density development, zoning regulations, transport networks, compact urban form, 
mixed-use developments, skyscrapers and high-rise buildings, pedestrian-friendly 
infrastructure, and green building practices. Moreover, regions with higher popula-
tion density, dense and high-rise structures, fewer sky views and fewer green spaces, 
and a higher private residential, commercial, and transport land use density were 
regarded as high-risk zones in several phases of COVID-19 transmission in Hong 
Kong. Compact urban development with better access to services and public health 
infrastructure, redesigning the older high-rise buildings using contactless smart tech-
nologies, smart mobility restrictions implementation, and more green space alloca-
tions could be useful policy options to become a pandemic-resilient city in Hong 
Kong.
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1 Introduction 

The global urban population faced unparalleled hardships because of the COVID-19 
outbreak. The effects of the outbreak have extended far beyond the realm of public 
health, changing the underlying characteristics of urbanization and the built envi-
ronment [1, 2]. There are far-reaching consequences for city life, infrastructure, and 
design as a result of the outbreak, which have been reluctantly accepted by most 
nations. Cities have been forced to reevaluate their current urban development poli-
cies due to a number of factors, including the rapid increase in remote employment, 
shifts in transportation preferences, and a focus on healthcare and well-being [1, 3, 
4]. However, prospects for innovation and resilience have emerged as an outbreak 
has revealed limitations and highlighted loopholes in contemporary urban areas. 

Evidence revealed that the majority of cities with a dense population that featured 
prevalent growth in urbanization and high-rise dwellings were more susceptible to 
the spread of COVID-19 and that their urban planning and built environment were 
considered to be one of the most crucial attributes for the speedy dissemination of 
COVID-19 [5, 6, 7, 8, 9]. The built environment, by influencing how people lead 
their daily lives and communicate with one another, can have far-reaching effects 
on the temporal and spatial trends of disease dissemination. The geographical struc-
ture and operational areas of an urban area greatly influence individual mobility and 
interactions with others, which are intimately connected with the expansion of trans-
missible diseases. To give just one example, the spread of dengue fever has been 
linked to people’s increased mobility [10]. Moreover, the transport networks of the 
industrialized and high-density metropolitan societies are considered to be one of 
the great influencers when simulating the spread of diseases that are transmissible 
[11, 12]. 

Like others, Hong Kong has also a substantial impact on the trends in the spread of 
transmissible diseases like COVID-19 because of its urban setting, huge population 
density, small living spaces, and busy metropolitan areas. Additionally, decisions 
made during urban planning, such as those regarding land use patterns, building 
designs, transportation networks, and the administration of public spaces, have a 
significant impact on how likely it is for diseases to spread inside the city which is also 
supported by the earlier studies [5, 7, 13]. To maintain the well-being and resilience 
of Hong Kong in the face of these threats, it is essential to rethink urban development 
policies and built environment dynamics, and to do so, an in-depth analysis on how 
current urban development and built environment dynamics policies and practices 
influence the transmission of COVID-19 around the city is crucial. Moreover, the 
lessons that learned from the COVID-19 transmission in Hong Kong to identify the 
policy rethinking options for the development of pandemic resilient Hong Kong city 
are also important to explore. However, there is lack of a comprehensive study on all
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these issues in the existing literature. For example, earlier studies just assessed the 
risk of COVID-19 spread in Hong Kong with the built environment [5, 7, 13, 9, 14, 
15]; the effects of the built environment on urban vibrancy under COVID-19 in Hong 
Kong [16]; the impact of urban geometry and socio-demographic characteristics on 
COVID-19 in Hong Kong [17]; etc. To fill the literature gap, this study therefore 
aimed to evaluate the existing urban planning and built environment scenarios of 
Hong Kong and to assess the challenges faced by Hong Kong to tackle the pandemic 
due to its urban design and built environment. Finally, this study proposed some 
rethinking options for urban development and built environment attributes in the 
post-pandemic world in Hong Kong. The findings from this study will hopefully 
add to the continuing discussion about urban revitalization following a pandemic, 
especially from the perspective of Hong Kong. It is hoped that the results will be used 
to improve urban settings in terms of their livability, sustainability, and agility in the 
face of upcoming healthcare emergencies, as well as to guide policy considerations. 

2 Theoretical and Conceptual Framework 

The city’s urban development plans and the features of its built environment have 
played a significant role in defining Hong Kong’s distinct landscape. The concept of 
compact and high-density development lies at the heart of urban planning in Hong 
Kong. Due to the lack of available land, high-rise structures dominate the city’s envi-
ronment. This technique maximises the utilisation of available land while enabling 
the housing of a sizable population in a limited area [18, 19]. The government also 
advocates the necessity of including green spaces and public parks into urban devel-
opment in order to enhance the quality of life for inhabitants and decrease the negative 
consequences of high-density living [20, 21]. Easily accessible public transportation 
is yet another attractive feature of the city. Together, the Mass Transit Railway (MTR), 
buses, and ferries make up Hong Kong’s robust and dependable public transportation 
system. Through the use of this multimodal network, the use of private vehicles is 
reduced, traffic is made less congested, and ecologically beneficial transportation 
options are promoted [22, 23, 24]. In recent years, the government has also placed 
a strong emphasis on green building techniques and sustainable development. The 
Hong Kong Green Building Council is one initiative that actively promotes the use 
of sustainable building materials and methods [25, 26]. The use of renewable energy 
sources like solar panels and the installation of energy-efficient technologies in new 
construction support the city’s sustainability goals [27, 28]. Overall, Hong Kong has 
been striving hard to develop into a “smart city,” utilising cutting-edge technology 
to enhance the productivity, sustainability, and quality of life of the city’s residents 
[29, 30, 31]. 

However, the dynamics of Hong Kong’s urban built environment and the urban 
development strategies that guide its growth have had a major impact on the spread 
of the COVID-19 virus. The city’s high density of living and compact urban plan-
ning has been both a benefit and an obstacle to controlling the outbreak. One could
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argue that the density of the built environment has aided in the quick introduction of 
social isolation and lockdowns because it is simpler to regulate a compact area. The 
government’s capacity to swiftly seal off public areas and limit access has been useful 
in containing transmission to fewer territories. In contrast, the likelihood of neigh-
bourhood transmission has risen because of the close association of residential and 
commercial structures and because of the congestion of public transit. Limitations 
on the availability of open areas and the difficulty of maintaining physical distance 
in densely populated regions have also hampered the successful implementation of 
preventative measures. To lessen the effects of the built environment’s dynamics on 
COVID-19 transmission, the government has stepped up its testing, contact tracing, 
and vaccination initiatives. 

In order to increase pandemic resilience, sustainable urban planning and design 
should be encouraged. The transmission of infectious diseases can be slowed down by 
increasing greenery, enhancing ventilation and sky views in buildings, and using flex-
ible and adaptive construction in public areas. Additionally, promoting a pandemic-
resilient Hong Kong city in the future may benefit from investments in digital infras-
tructure, such as a contactless entry in shared spaces, smart mobility, and the use of 
data-driven technology that ensures privacy (Fig. 1).

3 Materials and Methods 

This study was based on a thorough review of the association among COVID-19 trans-
mission, urban development planning and built environment features in Hong Kong, 
using journal databases like Google Scholar, PubMed, and Science Direct, as well 
as several reports from government and non-government organisations. In this study, 
both the exclusion and inclusion criteria were followed. Firstly, the main sources of 
data for this study were publications from journals with empirical data and different 
publications from government and non-government organisations. Review articles, 
books, book chapters, book series, and conference proceedings were not utilised. 
The second requirement was that the studies use quantitative or mixed methods. The 
selection of only quantitative and mixed-method studies was based on the assump-
tion that these types of studies are less likely to be skewed and more likely to provide 
results that can be used in other situations [32]. A mixed-methods study was the 
best option because it was built on both quantitative and qualitative findings. Quan-
titative studies also give people a solid basis for making well-informed decisions 
[33, 34]. Thirdly, only articles that originally appeared in English were considered. 
This was done to avoid confusion and make interpretation easier for international 
readers. Fourth, a research period of 14 years (from 2010 to 2023) was chosen. This is 
enough time to study the relationship between urban growth and built environment 
characteristics in Hong Kong after the pandemic. Lastly, only papers about Hong 
Kong were chosen because the main goal of the study is to look at the assess the 
challenges faced by Hong Kong to tackle the pandemic due to its urban design and 
built environment as well as to find out policy options to tackle the challenges in the



Rethinking Urban Development and Built Environment Attributes … 265

Fig. 1 Theoretical and conceptual framework on rethinking urban development and built environ-
ment attributes in the post-pandemic world in Hong Kong
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Table 1 Inclusion and exclusion criteria 

Criterion Inclusion Exclusion 

Literature/research type • Journal (Research article) 
• Reports from government and 
non-governmental organizations 

• Journals (systematic 
review), 

• Book series 
• Book 
• Chapter in Book 
• Conference proceeding 

Language English Non-English 

Timeline Between 2010 to 2023 <2010 

Country and territory Within Hong Kong Outside of Hong Kong 

post-pandemic world in Hong Kong. Table 1 gives a short overview of the inclusion 
and exclusion criteria. 

In this paper, there were three phases to the review procedure. Between December 
2022 and February 2023, the entire review process was conducted, commencing with 
the identification of keywords for the search. In Hong Kong, keywords relevant to 
the linkages between urban development and built environment characteristics in the 
post-pandemic era were used (Table 2). Keywords were chosen based on previously 
completed or related studies and a thesaurus. The formulation of various keywords 
applicable to the research topic was used to identify relevant articles. After evaluating 
potential keywords for the articles in various search engines, duplicate articles were 
eliminated. In the second phase, relevant publications were chosen according to 
inclusion and exclusion criteria (Table 1). Finally, a qualitative synthesis of selected 
articles was performed. The findings were analysed thematically in order to identify 
patterns, trends, and associations. The outcomes have been presented in a systematic 
way, addressing the objectives of the study and providing an in-depth description of 
the challenges faced by Hong Kong to tackle the pandemic due to its urban design 
and built environment as well as to find out policy options to tackle the challenges 
in the post-pandemic world in Hong Kong.

4 Results and Discussion 

4.1 Urban Development and Planning Scenarios in Hong 
Kong 

A variety of urban planning and development strategies have been taken into account 
and executed over the course of time in order to meet the changing requirements of 
Hong Kong. For instance, to make the most of the available space and reduce the 
likelihood of urban sprawl, Hong Kong has adopted a compact city development 
scheme. Taking this strategy means prioritizing infrastructural efficiency and mixed
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Table 2 Key words and search terms 

Database Key words and search terms 

Science Direct {(urban development design OR city growth planning) AND (built 
environment OR city landscape) AND (challenges OR hardships) AND 
(policy OR scheme OR strategy) AND (post-pandemic OR COVID-19) 
AND (Hong Kong)} 

PubMed (association [Title word][MeSH Terms] OR relationship [All Fields]) AND 
(urban development design [Title word] [MeSH Terns] OR city growth 
planning [Title word][MeSH Terms]) AND (built environment [Title 
word][MeSH Terms] OR city landscape [Title word][MeSH Terms]) AND 
(challenges [Title word][MeSH Terms] OR hardships [All Fields]) AND 
(policy [Title word][MeSH Terms] OR strategy [All Fields]) AND 
(post-pandemic [Title word][MeSH Terms] OR COVID-19 [All Fields]) 
AND (Hong Kong [Title word] OR hongkong [All Fields]) 

Google Scholar 
and Google 

First search: Urban development planning and built environment attributes in 
Hong Kong 
Second search: Challenges faced by Hong Kong to tackle the pandemic due 
to its urban design and built environment 
Third search: Future policy options for rethinking the urban development 
planning and built environment dynamics in the post-pandemic world in 
Hong Kong

land-use design to handle the high population densities. The objective is to design 
livable, long-lasting cities where people can easily access an extensive variety of 
services by walking [35, 36, 37]. In addition, the public transit system in Hong Kong 
is highly advanced and comprehensive. Urban planning has adopted transit-oriented 
development (TOD) foundations, which prioritize the development of compact, walk-
able neighborhoods in close proximity to transit hubs. Sustainable urban mobility is 
fostered by this strategy, which prioritizes public transportation above individual car 
use [38, 39, 15]. Moreover, the Hong Kong government has recognized additional 
development sites, including the New Territories and the East Lantau Metropolis, 
to handle future population expansion and reduce demand for accommodation. It is 
possible to build large-scale cities in these regions, complete with all the supporting 
infrastructure and transportation networks, as well as a variety of housing options, 
retail establishments, and entertainment venues [40, 41, 42]. Furthermore, technology 
for smart cities and endeavors has been widely adopted in Hong Kong to improve 
the city’s productivity, communication, and quality of life. The use of data analytics, 
smart infrastructure, and technological advances are all examples of approaches that 
are used to enhance urban services, the management of transportation, and resource 
distribution [29, 44, 45, 46, 47, 48, 49, 31].
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4.2 Built Environment Dynamics in Hong Kong 

Various initiatives have been launched by Hong Kong to improve the city’s built 
environment scenarios. To direct the evolution of Hong Kong’s built environment, 
the government, for example, has enacted extended urban planning guidelines. In 
order to maximise land utilisation and encourage sustainable development, zoning 
restrictions, density control regulations, and land use planning are all part of the 
process [50, 51, 52, 53, 54]. Additionally, Hong Kong has embarked on massive land 
reclamation operations to increase its geographical size in light of its scarcity of land. 
More space for living, working, and recreation has been made possible because of 
land reclamation, which has reduced congestion in already developed regions [55]. 
Further, in order to house its expanding population, the city has welcomed high-rise 
buildings. Improved dwelling space and more effective land use are both results of 
vertical development. To guarantee the stability and security of high-rise buildings, 
the government has developed building laws and guidance [56, 57]. In addition, 
the city of Hong Kong has made a concerted effort to promote eco-friendly prac-
tises and environmentally responsible design. It involves encouraging the utilisation 
of energy from renewable sources, green building practises, and green rooftops. In 
order to lessen the impact on the environment, the city actively promotes the use of 
sustainable building practises and resources [58, 59, 26]. Furthermore, Hong Kong’s 
robust and reliable transport network was created to sustain the city’s ever-changing 
built environment. The city’s extensive network of public transit, which includes 
the Mass Transit Railway (MTR), buses, and ferries, enables decreased reliance on 
private vehicles and increased promotion of environmentally friendly modes of trans-
portation [39, 60]. Also, the government has launched urban regeneration initiatives 
to improve the condition of the existing built environment and bring revitalization 
to decaying neighborhoods. Programmes like the aim to make neighborhoods more 
attractive places to live by investing in necessary infrastructure upgrades, protecting 
historical landmarks, and encouraging the construction of mixed-use buildings that 
minimise environmental impact [61, 62]. With an eye towards improving the quality 
of life in the city, Hong Kong has also invested heavily in the development of open 
spaces for the public, parks, waterfront promenades, and recreational places [63, 64].
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4.3 COVID-19 Transmission Linked with Urban Design 
and Built Environment Dynamics in Hong Kong 

Despite successfully controlling COVID-19 transmission through smart measures 
such as universal masking, social distancing, testing of all symptomatic and high-
risk groups for isolation of confirmed cases in healthcare facilities, and quarantine 
of contacts without city lockdown or border closure [65], the urban design and built 
environment dynamics of Hong Kong have had a significant role in COVID-19 trans-
mission in the city. For instance, results from a study indicate that confirmed cases 
tend to congregate in areas with a greater risk profile, including those with close prox-
imity to public transportation, a multitude of skyscrapers, a great deal of commercial 
enterprises, and a wide range of mixed land use [7]. According to another study, 
restaurants and public markets are the two built environments that challenge phys-
ical distancing with close interactions and drive the number of COVID-19 confirmed 
cases in Hong Kong during various phases of the outbreak [14]. Further research 
revealed that COVID-19 waves in Hong Kong city are correlated with residential 
surroundings and urban operations, correspondingly [66]. Several clusters of the 
COVID-19 virus have been found to have spread vertically in Hong Kong’s high-
rise residential buildings. Old high-rises with limited living space and cheap real 
estate were particularly vulnerable to transmission. The virus was thought to be 
spreading mostly through shared drains in the buildings. Apartments on the upper 
and lower floors of a building could be infected if their drainpipes are located inside 
the building. Instead, the danger of infection was decreased in buildings where the 
drain stacks were placed outside [67]. Additional analysis has shown that the COVID-
19 threat exists primarily in the central or downtown area of the city compared to the 
sub-urban area on Hong Kong. Results showed that various aspects of the built envi-
ronment, including proximity to public transportation, private residential density, the 
height of buildings, density of population, commercial density, green space density, 
and sky view, all have positive or negative connections with COVID-19 incidence 
based on the spatial patterns. Results also showed a positive correlation between 
private residential density and both the incidence rate (the number of confirmed 
cases per 1000 people) and the venue density (the number of venues or buildings 
visited by the confirmed cases), suggesting that geographic regions with greater 
private residential density are likely to have a greater COVID-19 risk. However, 
both the incidence rate and the number of venues are inversely related to population 
density. The density of transport facilities and the height of buildings are positively 
related to the incidence rate, while the diversity of land uses is inversely related to the 
incidence rate. Greater densities of green areas are correlated with higher incidence 
rates and larger numbers of venues, suggesting that confirmed cases are more likely 
to frequent these areas. The explanation is that people are more likely to engage 
in multiple outdoor activities when there are green spaces nearby, and some of the 
confirmed cases may be found among them. In addition, there is an inverse correla-
tion between sky view and venue density, which indicates that safer places tend to 
have a higher-quality sky view. The findings imply that exposure to sunlight reduces
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the likelihood of contracting COVID-19 [5]. In another study, the building coverage 
ratio and population density were found to have a significant impact on the infec-
tion rate in urban neighborhoods at various scales in Hong Kong [9]. Evidence from 
another study linked COVID-19 incidences to factors including building structure 
and transportation connectivity. The influence of urban design on COVID-19 inci-
dence is also growing in Hong Kong [17]. The study also showed that regions with 
higher population density, dense and high-rise structures, fewer sky views and fewer 
green spaces, and a higher private residential, commercial, and transport land use 
density were regarded as high-risk zones in several phases of COVID-19 transmis-
sion in Hong Kong. Additionally, locations that were commonly frequented, such 
as marketplaces, shopping centres, and restaurants, were major sites of COVID-19 
transmission, and some local individuals who worked there were affected [13]. 

4.4 Lessons Learned and Future Policy Options 
for Rethinking the Urban Development and Built 
Environment Attributes in the Post-Pandemic World 
in Hong Kong 

This study includes several lessons learned and future policy options for rethinking 
the urban development and built environment attributes in the post-pandemic world 
in Hong Kong. Table 3 provides the overview.

5 Conclusion 

This study has analysed the difficulties Hong Kong has as a result of its urban plan-
ning and built environment in coping with the COVID-19 outbreak and presented 
a complete evaluation of existing urban planning and built environment scenes in 
the city. The goals of this study were accomplished through an extensive review 
of research sources and publications from government and non-government organ-
isations. Urban development planning scenarios built environment dynamics, the 
impact of COVID-19 transmission on urban design and the built environment, and 
lessons learned and policy recommendations for the post-pandemic period in Hong 
Kong were identified as the four primary issues from the thematic analysis. High-
density development, zoning regulations, transportation networks, compact urban 
form, mixed-use developments, skyscrapers and high-rise buildings, pedestrian-
friendly infrastructure, and green building practises are just some of the aspects 
of Hong Kong’s urban development and built environment that were highlighted 
in the study. Moreover, at several stages of COVID-19 transmission in Hong Kong, 
places with a high population density, dense and tall structures, limited sky views and 
green spaces, and a higher land use density for residential, commercial, and transport
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objectives were recognised as high-risk zones. Several recommendations for modi-
fying Hong Kong’s urban development and built environment characteristics after a 
pandemic are offered based on the study’s findings. Among these are the adoption of 
smart mobility limits, the allocation of additional green spaces, the use of contactless 
smart technology in the redesign of existing high-rise structures, and the promotion 
of compact urban growth with improved access to services and public health facil-
ities. Moreover, Hong Kong should ensure secure access to reliable geo-referenced 
Geographic Information Systems data and data privacy to become an effective smart 
city. Hong Kong can take steps towards becoming a pandemic-resilient metropolis by 
implementing these policy changes. To reiterate, this chapter is illuminating because 
it sheds light on how urban planning, the built environment, and pandemic response 
interact in Hong Kong. To better address future public health emergencies, cities will 
need to adapt and reinforce their urban infrastructure, which is where the findings 
and recommendations given here come in. The results of this research are meant to 
help government stakeholders, urban planners, and decision-makers in Hong Kong 
and other cities with similar problems design safer, more sustainable cities for the 
post-pandemic age. To tackle the upcoming outbreak in the world, Hong Kong has 
the opportunity to become a role model for resilient cities by rethinking urban devel-
opment and built environment dynamics in a way that benefits the community as a 
whole. 
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Conclusion—Navigating Changes: 
Influence of the Disruptive Forces 
on Transformational Urban Planning 
Conventions 

Kh Md Nahiduzzaman 

Abstract The current migration, housing, and nature of employments have experi-
enced substantial changes as a result of climate change, evolving global economic 
dynamics, and the pandemic. These causes have compelled individuals, corpora-
tions, and policymakers to adapt to changing circumstances. Climate change has led 
to a rise in extreme weather occurrences, resulting in people moving from affected 
places to more affordable and safer areas.The impact of worldwide inflation and 
increasing living expenses has influenced individual’s housing choices, prompting 
a significant number of people to search for residences in areas beyond the typical 
cordon of citie’s residential districts. The pandemic has reinforced the prevalence of 
remote work arrangements, resulting in the adoption of virtual and hybrid work. This 
has left a deep impact on lifestyles, organizational structures, and urban land use. 
This book is an attempt to unearth the relationship between urban planning, housing 
choices, land uses, mobility trends, and technological progressions “during” and the 
“post” pandemic era. It emphasizes the need for flexibility and inclusiveness in plan-
ning to re-address sub-urbanization trends, increasing need for affordable housing, 
and sustainable transportation modes. As cities adapt, the primary focus must be on 
establishing resilient, accessible, and environmentally sustainable urban settings that 
can effectively respond to changing needs and future disruptions, such as pandemics. 
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1 Prelude 

The contemporary landscape of migration, housing, and work patterns have experi-
enced significant transformations, mainly due to the combination of climate change, 
shifting global economic dynamics, and the extensive effects of the pandemic [1, 
2]. These complex factors have caused a significant change in how society behaves, 
forcing individuals, contemporary businesses, and policymakers to adapt to “new” 
realities. 

The impact of climate change, as indicated by the increasing frequency of extreme 
weather events such as wildfires, floods, droughts, cyclones, etc., has caused signif-
icant migrations [3]. People from regions greatly impacted, like British Columbia 
in Canada, have sought shelter in places with more affordable living conditions and 
less exposure to extreme weather events. This is evident in the noticeable migration 
to other provinces such as Alberta, as documented by Haddad and McAvay [4] and 
[5]. This migration trend highlights the strong urge to move, driven by both financial 
and environmental factors. Moreover, worldwide monetary inflation, characterized 
by escalating interest rates and elevated living expenses, has had a cascading impact 
on housing decisions and preferences. The increased expenses associated with mort-
gages and property price have caused individuals to reassess their housing choices, 
leading many to prefer residences located away from the main districts of the city 
[6]. The increasing popularity of hybrid work arrangements has made it easier to 
reconsider the significance of relocating themselves because of the virtual connec-
tivity with the employers. Even it is affordable and convenient if the employees are 
in need to travel a long distance for a few days of the month if they need to work 
in-person. 

The epidemic had a significant and far-reaching impact and played a pivotal role in 
reinforcing remote work dynamics. The imperative and subsequent triumph of hybrid 
or totally virtual work arrangements have resulted in a general embrace, while their 
continuation has become a popular norm. This transformation has had a profound 
impact on both individual lifestyles and organizational structures, greatly impacting 
changes in urban land uses and housing preferences. In essence, these major elements 
have combined caused transformation in migration, housing preferences, and work 
patterns. The interconnection of these transformations highlights the intricate inter-
play between environmental issues, financial factors, and the transforming influence 
of the pandemic on the individual lifestyles, work, and plan within the urban settings 
[7]. 

2 Impacts of Climate Change and Pandemic 

The consequences of climate change-induced disruptions, specifically the increased 
frequency of wildfires, floods, and droughts, along with economic downturn, have had 
significant effects. This is evident in the relocation of families and individuals from
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provinces like British Columbia, which experience recurring floods, droughts, and 
heatwaves, to cities such as Calgary and Edmonton. These cities offer relatively more 
stable weather conditions, lower living expenses, and stable job prospects [8]. This 
migration pattern has led to a combination of social, economic, and environmental 
consequences, shaping the dynamics of these cities in different ways. From a social 
perspective, this movement demonstrates the significant impact that climate-induced 
events have on the lives and choices of the people affected. From an economic 
perspective, the (compulsory) movement of people from regions with higher costs of 
living to areas with lower expenses highlights the financial difficulties. Put simply, 
this shift towards economically wealthy regions is the effort to maintain livelihoods, 
handle living expenses, and provide economic stability in the midst of climate-related 
difficulties. From an environmental perspective, the rise in migration across different 
regions leads to changes in how populations are distributed, which in turn affects 
how land is used and resources are allocated. Evidently, the COVID-19 epidemic 
worsened the already vulnerable living conditions of migrants affected by climate 
change and financial difficulties, particularly by increasing the difficulties of finding 
suitable jobs. The pandemic-imposed limitations, encompassing lockdowns, social 
distancing protocols, and corporate shutdowns, resulted in a substantial reduction in 
job prospects across diverse industries. Despite the increase in work opportunities 
following the COVID pandemic, the newly demanded skillsets are preventing many 
job seekers from being re-hired [9]. 

3 Pandemic-Induced Work Changes 

The COVID-19 pandemic has significantly changed the traditional work arrange-
ments, leading to a widespread and quick acceptance and implementation of hybrid 
and fully virtual work setups. This shift in work habits originated from the need 
for remote work models to guarantee the uninterrupted operation of businesses 
throughout the limitations imposed by the epidemic. The advantages of these hybrid 
or virtual work options have been pivotal. They have established a mutually beneficial 
arrangement, advantageous to both employees and employers. Remote employment 
greatly improved work-life balance for individuals by providing them with increased 
flexibility. By eliminating the daily drive, workers have acquired increased autonomy 
over their schedules, allowing them to more effectively manage their personal and 
professional obligations. Furthermore, employees observed a rise in productivity 
and job satisfaction due to the remote work environment, which offered a more 
comfortable and flexible setting for task completion. 

The hybrid work approach has proven to be advantageous for organizations in 
several ways. It decreased expenses associated with office maintenance and enabled 
access to a wider range of skilled individuals, regardless of geographical limitations. 
Moreover, remote work arrangements have enhanced the ability of businesses to 
withstand and recover from unexpected disruptions, hence proving the effectiveness
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of remote work in maintaining uninterrupted corporate operations. The positive expe-
riences of both individuals and businesses throughout the epidemic resulted in the 
continuation of these remote work arrangements beyond the pandemic. Several firms 
recognized the potential for increased productivity and work satisfaction among their 
employees. Consequently, they integrated hybrid work models into their long-term 
goals, which influenced organizational structures by promoting a more versatile and 
responsive attitude to work. The transformation mentioned has had a substantial 
influence on both individual lifestyles and organizational structures, fundamentally 
reshaping the way work is seen and carried out [10]. It has not only transformed how 
employees handle their work-life equilibrium but also impacted how organizations 
view their operational dynamics and the organizational structure needed to facilitate 
such adaptable work models. 

4 Post-COVID Global Monetary Inflation and Choice 
for Housing Locations 

The proliferation of global monetary inflation, predominantly manifested through 
escalated interest rates, has significantly impacted the prices of mortgages and prop-
erties. The increase in interest rates, due to global economic changes, has increased 
the financial strain on people looking for housing, resulting in higher mortgage 
payments and higher property prices. The economic hardship has influenced indi-
viduals to choose alternate accommodations, so greatly influencing their tastes and 
choices. The increasing financial burden caused by heightened mortgage and prop-
erty expenses has led many to reconsider their housing choices. The increased costs 
associated with conventional housing options in urban areas have resulted in a signif-
icant change in people’s preferences. Many residents are increasingly choosing to 
live in dwellings that are located outside of the city boundaries in order to reduce 
financial burden. 

5 COVID, Hybrid Employments and Housing Choice 
Dynamics 

The emergence of hybrid work arrangements and the rapid growth of online based 
commerce (i.e., e-commerce), triggered by the pandemic and ongoing to this day, 
have sparked a significant transformation in various facets of everyday life, notably 
in housing, transportation, and urban planning. The emergence and extensive imple-
mentation of hybrid work arrangements, together with the rapid growth of e-
commerce, have profoundly started to transform the dynamics of residential loca-
tional choices. With the increasing ability for individuals to work remotely or have 
flexible work hours, they are now re-evaluating their residential preferences [7,
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11]. The allure of urban cores, hitherto predominantly shaped by their closeness 
to areas of employment, is increasingly tending to diminish. Suburban, rural territo-
ries, and small city regions are getting increasingly popular due to the availability of 
larger living spaces with lower costs. The shift in work arrangements has led people 
to choose larger homes or properties in less urbanized areas, prioritizing comfort, 
space, and calmness above city-centric locales. Furthermore, the adoption of mixed 
employment models has greatly transformed daily mobility patterns. Commuting 
has experienced a significant transition, as fewer people tend to depend on public 
transportation or travel to centralized places or commercial and business districts 
on a daily basis. The decreasing need to go to conventional employment has led to 
a reduction in daily commutes, resulting in less traffic congestion and altering the 
demand for transportation [12, 13]. 

The availability of work-from-home choices has led to a reconsideration of 
conventional views on residential areas and urban development. The trend towards 
decentralized work and living preferences has prompted a re-assessment of the signif-
icance of spatial proximity to workplaces, therefore impacting land use, housing 
designs, and urban planning strategies to cope with this changing lifestyle. The rise 
of hybrid employment arrangements, which have been expedited by the effects of the 
pandemic, has significantly influenced the way people choose their accommodation. 
The current work environment enables individuals to work from distant regions and 
has significantly reduced the importance of living close to cities. With the widespread 
acceptance of remote work, individuals are no longer limited to residing close to their 
employers. Consequently, people have been increasingly looking for houses in areas 
that are distant from the popular urban districts. This changing pattern corresponds 
to the demand for more cost-effective housing alternatives, allowing individuals to 
manage lower housing expenses while still being able to work remotely or in a hybrid 
work setup. The increased flexibility in employment models has freed individuals 
from the “contemporary” limitations of residing in urban areas, resulting in a notable 
change in housing choices and preferences. The convergence of economic demands 
and the adaptability of remote employment has catalyzed a significant transforma-
tion in the way individuals perceive and choose housing, ultimately reconfiguring 
the dynamics of what we call “urban” living. 

6 Concluding Thoughts 

This book, featuring contributions from leading researchers and practitioners world-
wide, attempts to offer a thorough examination of the complex and transformative 
relationship between urban planning, housing preferences, transformative land uses, 
mobility patterns, and technological advancements during and after the pandemic. 
As cities adapt to shifting dynamics, some critical observations have re-surfaced. 

Efforts in urban planning, management, and development aimed at attaining 
resilience need to adjust to the changing preferences for dwelling locations. The 
landscape during and after the pandemic has experienced a notable “shift” towards
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sub-urbanization and moving out from the cities. This trend has been influenced by 
factors such as remote employment with an urge for affordable and livable residential 
areas. Therefore, professionals involved in planning and related fields must prioritize 
“flexibility” and “inclusiveness” in their thoughts, choice of planning methods and 
their rightful execution. 

The land uses that are developing as a result of the pandemic have favorable 
prospects for increased availability of inexpensive housing options. Cities may 
achieve accessible, affordable, and environmentally sustainable dwelling options 
by re-purposing underutilized spaces and adopting new design solutions. Neverthe-
less, it is important to make collaborative endeavors to tackle the challenges related 
to affordability, especially considering the continuous rise in land and construction 
expenses that have been further increased due to global monetary inflation. 

The effects of transformative decisions about the location of housing and the 
adoption of hybrid and remote work arrangements are fundamentally changing the 
way people move and the modes of transportation they choose to use. With the 
increasing popularity of remote work, the way people commute is changing. This 
is causing a discernible shift in the use of public transit and an increasing need for 
alternate transportation modes, including ride sharing and carpooling, and infras-
tructure for active transportation e.g., walking and biking. Therefore, it is crucial 
for the researchers, practitioners and policy makers to prioritize feasible investment 
options for flexible infrastructure that facilitate multiple transportation modes and 
encourage sustainable transportation solutions that are both financially accessible 
and environmentally sustainable. 

Given the transformative dynamics following the pandemic, together with the 
increasing reliance on technological breakthroughs, the future of land use pattern in 
cities is expected to undergo substantial changes. E-commerce, as a powerful force, is 
continuously disrupting traditional retail models and the way people contemporarily 
shop. As a result, urban environments are likely to be transformed to accommodate 
fulfillment facilities, last-mile delivery hubs, and the changing mobility patterns of 
shoppers. This evolution highlights the necessity of flexible land use regulations 
(bylaws) that support the integration of various development options and promote 
resilient urban settings. 

Essentially, the fate of cities depends on their capacity to readily accept while 
being creative to establish urban environments that are accessible, environmentally 
friendly, and pleasant to live in. Urban planners, architects, designers, engineers, 
economists, sociologists, and other professionals may construct cities that satisfy 
the evolving demands of their inhabitants and promote economic development and 
environmental stewardship on account of inclusivity, affordability, and resilience.
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