
Working Group Focus: 

 � Examining the pervasive role of informality 
in shaping urban life in the Global South, 
particularly in Southern Africa.

 � Bridging the gap between research and 
practice to enhance urban resilience and 
equity through better understanding of 
informality.

The Urban Informality working group focused 
on the critical role of informality in urban 
resilience, synthesizing research and practical 
insights from the Global South. They engaged 
with key stakeholders and disseminated their 
findings through various outputs, including 
briefs, infographics, and global platforms like 
COP28, to promote more equitable and resilient 
urban planning and governance.

Key messages conveyed:
1. Informality is a pervasive and dominant feature of our cities: it is part and parcel 

of the overall social, economic, institutional and spatial fabric of urban systems. 
Informality is here to stay.

2. Recognizing and proactively engaging with informality leverages opportunities for 
enhancing community and city-wide resilience, because informality is a source of 
solutions as well as challenges to urban resilience.

3. Investment in partnerships is essential to unlocking informality’s contributions to 
urban resilience and equity.

More on the urban informality working 
group here:

Urban Informality: Informality 
and equitable urban resilience
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Engagement Process:

 � Interdisciplinary Approach: Synthesized research and practices from 
Southern Africa and other Global South contexts, drawing on expertise in 
climate change adaptation, social-ecological resilience, urban governance, 
social movements, and environmental justice.

 � Key Collaborations: Worked with organizations like ICLEI Africa and 
Slum Dwellers International to integrate insights from urban communities 
and decision-makers, ensuring practical relevance.

 � Global Platforms: Disseminated key messages on informality and urban 
resilience at high-profile events like COP28 in Dubai, integrating insights into 
the opening remarks of sessions by prominent figures.

 � Community-Centred Dialogue: Engaged with local communities to 
ensure their perspectives were central to the research, creating feedback 
loops to refine strategies.

 � Innovative Storytelling: Used narratives like the story of Mutinta to 
illustrate complex urban food systems, making policy engagement more 
relatable and impactful.

     Key Insights: 
 
Effective and Equitable Ways to 
Work with Informality in Urban 
Resilience:

 � Work with Bridging 
Organizations and Individuals: 

 � Collaborate with entities that can 
connect formal and informal sectors, 
facilitating communication and 
cooperation.

 � These organizations often have 
established trust and can mediate 
between various stakeholders.

 � Create Spaces for Innovative 
Governance:

 � Establish inclusive forums where 
informal sector representatives can 
participate in urban planning and 
policymaking.

 � Encourage creative solutions and 
flexible governance structures that 
adapt to the realities of informality.

 � Recognize and Address the 
Inequities of Informality:

 � Identify the specific challenges faced 
by informal workers, such as lack 
of legal protection and access to 
resources.

 � Develop targeted interventions to 
mitigate these inequities and support 
informal sector resilience.

 � Accept the Limits of Formality 
and Build on What Works:

 � Acknowledge that formal systems 
alone cannot address all urban 
challenges.

 � Enhance existing informal practices 
that contribute to resilience, 
integrating them with formal 
strategies for a more comprehensive 
approach.

Key   Outputs:

Insights Brief: Informality and equitable urban resilience

Infographic: Formality and informality

Cartoon: Informality and collaboration: a story of sand, land and flooding

Poster: Addressing informality for equitable urban resilience

Blog: Embracing informality: a crucial element in creating equitable urban resilience

This poster provides insights into the role of 
informality in urban resilience and equity. It 
is aimed at the international community of 
urban development practitioners, resilience 
planners, and policy-makers. These insights 
were compiled by a working group of the 
Southern Africa Resilience Academy (SARA), 
with the objective of making visible and 
reframing the complex roles informality 
plays in urban resilience. In challenging 
preconceived notions of informality, we hope 
to inform international and national efforts 
to identify more equitable, resilient, and 
sustainable pathways for urban development 
with particular attention to the challenges 
faced in the Global South.

SARA  |  SOUTHERN AFRICAN  
RESILIENCE ACADEMY 

Confronting inequity and injustice is critical if informality is to be 
leveraged for urban resilience

In democratic contexts, formal systems are set up to 
guarantee equal and fair treatment of citizens. When 
they fail and unjustly exclude people from access to 
formal services and opportunities, informal activities, 
institutions, and places often arise to address unmet 
needs. However, both informal and formal activities 
unjustly externalize risks, resulting in unfair allocations of 

burdens and benefits in both. Urban resilience planning 
will succeed only by confronting and addressing these 
injustices, through negotiation, deliberation, and 
inclusion. Demographic growth, climate change and 
other realities imply real limits to the capacities of all 
actors in complex urban systems, demanding new 
partnerships and alliances.

Day to day urban life entails 
multitude of transactions 
across informal and formal 
places and activities

Informality is inextricable from our every-day 
urban lives: We purchase a mango from a street 
hawker, we catch a ride in an unregistered taxi, 
we ask a favor of a cousin in a business office to 
facilitate a permit to build our home. Legal, illegal 
or somewhere inbetween, informal transactions 
are part and parcel of urban fabric.  We often 
think of informal parts of the city as lacking in 
basic services and struggling to catch up with the 
“formal” city, but the informal is just as much 
part of what makes the daily operations of a 
city work. In many ways it is the city; it often 
constitutes the majority of urban space, involves 
the majority of urban populations, and contributes 
significantly to urban economic activity! 

As cities confront more dynamic and uncertain 
futures, it will become more essential to discover 
constructive and equitable ways of engaging with 
informality, in all its forms. Defining what is in and 
what is outside the domain of planning for resilient 
cities is a critical and necessary step. In doing so, 
it is fundamental to ensure that the diversity of 
informal places, activities, and institutions are not 
excluded.  Cities that only focus on what falls 
within the formal, regulated spaces in resilience 
planning risk increased conflict, loss in trust, 
expanded vulnerability to hazards and deepened 
social inequity.  Further, planners of urban 
resilience may miss the opportunity to harness the 
innovations and entrepreneurship emerging from 
informal spaces and activities that can go far in 
supporting more just urban futures.

Ignoring informality 
erodes resilience

Cities depend on 
informality to function and 
thrive! 

Informality is often considered a challenge for cities to 
solve, and informal activities and informal settlements 
can pose problems for sanitation, safety, services, 
and human wellbeing. The challenges do exist, and 
are formidable. But informal activities also fill urban 
gaps and meet basic needs: Waste pickers are moving 
solid waste off the streets and into recycled products; 
and food hawkers and urban gardens are addressing 
food insecurity for vulnerable residents. Affluent 
households also benefit from informal services, by 
relying on domestic workers to meet childcare needs, 
and installing unlicensed boreholes to access free 
groundwater. Cities’ sensitivities to global economic 
shocks are mitigated by the vibrancy of informal 
entrepreneurship. Informality is both a challenge and 
opportunity for urban resilience and equity.
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JUSTICE
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JUSTICE
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Whose rights?
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Whose  
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Essential questions for more just and equitable 
urban social-ecological (S-E) resilience

How does informality 
erode or enhance 

S-E resilience from 
local to city scales?

Who bears the 
burden of work to 

enhance urban S-E 
resilience?

How does city-scale 
S-E resilience transfer 
risks to informal places 

and activities?

Who receives 
benefits of S-E 

resilience at local 
and city scales?

How do informal 
activities, places and 

institutions contribute 
to urban functioning?

How can dignity 
and respect for 

informality enable 
equitable urban 
S-E resilience?

What processes 
can enable dialogue 

across informal/
formal sectors?

Who is included/
excluded in urban 

S-E resilience 
planning?

Urban social-ecological resilience: a city’s capacity to 
absorb, adapt to, or even transform in the face of shocks 
and crises without negative impacts on human well-being 
or nature’s ability to function. Resilience can be provided 
both by urban ecosystems, such as when wetlands 
absorb water after heavy rains and prevent flooding, and 
by society, such as when people rely on social support 
networks during economic crises or unemployment.

For more information, visit bit.ly/SAResilienceAcademy
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Addressing informality  
for equitable urban resilience

Informal waste pickers face 
high risk with low economic 

returns, yet perform a 
useful service for cities 

Informal labour such as 
domestic work provides 

livelihoods and supports the 
formal economy, but can also 
entrench inequality through 

low wages and limited 
protection

Informal activities are not just 
practiced by the poor. Wealthy 

households engage in informality, 
too, such as installing unregulated 
boreholes in response to drought. 

Informal 
governance and 
decision-making 
may help address 
local challenges

Informal markets 
support livelihoods 

and provide access to 
affordable food and 

goods 

Informal responses to 
urban emergencies 

play critical roles 
in humanitarian 

assistance 

Informal resource 
extraction provides 

income but can 
undermine urban 

ecosystem resilience
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