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Rethinking urban data for our rapidly growing cities —

A call for action
Joseph M. Macarthy

As urban populations in Sierra Leone continue to grow, the
importance of effective planning becomes ever more critical.
Yet, despite the pressing need for accurate and inclusive data to
guide policy decisions, conventional data systems primarily rooted
in Western-centric models, often fall short of capturing the full
complexity of the country’s rapidly changing cities. These traditional
systems tend to prioritise standardised metrics, official surveys, and
satellite imagery, which, while valuable, often overlook the informal
settlements and economies that underpin the daily lives of thousands
of urban residents. To foster truly inclusive and resilient cities, there is
an urgent need to rethink how we gather, interpret, and utilise urban
data, giving voice to the often unseen and marginalised populations.

In many cities across Africa and beyond, informal settlements which
are home to over a billion residents remain largely invisible within
official datasets. These communities lack formal infrastructure, legal
recognition, and reliable data sources, making it exceedingly difficult
for policymakers to understand their needs or implement targeted
interventions. As a result, residents of informal spaces frequently
face exclusion from urban planning efforts, exacerbating inequalities
and hindering progress toward sustainable development goals,
particularly SDG 11, which aims to make cities inclusive, safe, resilient,
and sustainable. This invisibility perpetuates a cycle of neglect, where
the most vulnerable populations are excluded from decision-making
processes that directly affect their lives.

Traditional data collection methods such as censuses, surveys, and
satellite imagery are often inadequate in capturing the realtime,
nuanced realities of these communities. Censuses, conducted
infrequently, provide static snapshots that quickly become outdated
amid rapid urban changes. Satellite images, while capable of detecting
physical structures, lack the social, economic, and health insights
necessary for comprehensive urban analysis. Surveys, especially in
informal spaces, face logistical challenges as residents may be either
cautious of authorities, lack access to communication channels, or be
hesitant to share information due to mistrust or fear.




Consequently, official data often paints a limited,
sometimes misleading picture of urban life, neglecting
the vibrant, complex social fabric that defines informal
settlements.

Amid these challenges, communities themselves are
increasingly emerging as active data producers. Using
mobile phones, participatory mapping, GPS tools,
and community-led surveys, residents and grassroots
organisationsare collectingrich, real-time data thatreveal
the true complexity of their environments. For example,
in Freetown, organizations like SLURC, CODOHSAPA and
IGCHR collaborates closely with residents to map informal
settlements, monitor health issues, and identify pressing
local needs. These grassroots efforts serve to empower
communities, challenge negative stereotypes associated
with informal spaces, and provide policymakers

with more accurate, granular insights into urban
realities. Such bottom-up data collection not only

fills critical gaps but also fosters a sense of ownership
and agency among residents, enabling more inclusive
decision-making.

Recognising the value of integrating diverse data
sources is essential for creating more comprehensive
urban datasets. A hybrid approach combining official
statistics with community-generated data, can produce
aricher, more accurate picture of city life. This integrated
methodology aligns with SDG reporting requirements,
which emphasise data disaggregation, inclusivity,
and community participation. When community-
driven data is validated and incorporated into official
systems, it enhances the capacity of governments

and stakeholders to monitor progress, identify
inequalities, and design targeted interventions. Such
inclusive data practices ensure that policies reflect
the lived realities of all urban residents, especially those
in informal settlements who are often marginalised in
conventional data collection processes.

However, this integration faces several hurdles. The
government and its international partners must not
only recognise and be willing to validate community
generated data, but should also develop policies that
facilitate data sharing, including investing in capacity
building to ensure data quality and ethical use.The advent
of accessible, scalable technologies such as open-source
GIS platforms, mobile data collection apps, and cloud-
based databases provides promising opportunities
for cities to adopt more inclusive data practices at low
cost. When cities move beyond traditional Western-
centric models and incorporate grassroots knowledge,
innovative technologies, and real-time data collection,
they gain a more accurate and nuanced understanding
of their unique challenges. This approach enables

policymakers to craft targeted, effective solutions that
address the specific needs of all residents, especially
those in informal settlements who have long been
marginalised. By prioritising inclusivity and leveraging
the full spectrum of available data, our cities can foster
more equitable development, strengthen resilience, and
ensure that urban growth benefits everyone.

From Forecast to Action: Co-Designing Extreme
Weather Events Communication Protocols with
Freetown'’s Informal Communities

Fasalie Sulaiman Kamara and Dora Vangahun

Community members present their preparedness plan
Credit: SLURC, 2026

As part of the ongoing Urban SHADE (Strengthened
Health Service Delivery and Resilience in Informal Urban
Spacesin the Context of Extreme Weather Events) project,
a one day workshop was convened on 14th May 2026 by
the Institute of Gender and Children’s Health Research
(IGCHR), the Sierra Leone Urban Research Centre (SLURC),
and the Centre of Dialogue for Human Settlement and
Poverty Alleviation (CODOHSAPA).

The event brought together participants from
government Ministries, Departments, and Agencies,
including the Ministry of Health (MoH), Sierra Leone
Meteorological Agency (SL-Met), National Public
Health Agency (NPHA), National Disaster Management
Agency (NDMA), and the National Fire Force - alongside
researchers, co-researchers, Community Disaster
Management Committees (CDMCs), Peripheral Health
Unit (PHU) staff, and community stakeholders. Other
participants included representatives from the three
informal settlements of Moyiba, a hillside settlement
in eastern Freetown, and Susan’s Bay, and CKG (Crab
Town, Kolleh Town & Grey Bush), both informal coastal
settlements in west-central Freetown.

The workshop focused on two interlinked goals:
codesigning communication protocols and guidelines
for Extreme Weather Events (EWEs), and building local



capacity to interpret and communicate weather data.
These efforts aim to strengthen preparedness and
enable effective response to EWEs under changing
climatic conditions. In co-designing disaster response
and communication protocols, the workshop employed
highly inclusive methods, including slide presentations,
group work and participatory exercises, plenary
discussions, and interactive sessions.

On capacity development on weather and climate
information, SL-Met delivered three presentations:
the 2026 Rainy Seasonal Outlook for Sierra Leone,
Strengthening Health Sector Resilience through Effective
Weather and Climate Information Dissemination, and
Understanding Weather Forecasts in Communities

Risk communication and Community Engagement
sessions led by the MoH and NPHA emphasised audience
analysis, objective setting, key message formulation,
channel identification,  pre-testing,  validation,
dissemination, monitoring, and evaluation, message
utilisation, and rumour management, particularly in the
context of growing digital media.

In testing community readiness through scenarios
to assess preparedness, participants engaged in two
scenario-based exercises: extreme heat and extreme
rainfall. The groups worked collaboratively, presented
their ideas and received clarifications and praise from
the facilitators during plenary. The co-design activity
demonstrated active engagement and laid a strong
foundation for co-owned communication protocols.

By convening meteorological, health, and disaster
agencies alongside vulnerable hillside and coastal
communities, the Urban SHADES Project is advancing
a replicable model for participatory climate adaptation.
Co-designed communication protocols for EWEs build
both immediate response capacity and long-term
resilience in a rapidly changing climate.

“A communication protocol does not add bureaucracy.
It removes improvisation at the moment when
improvisation is most dangerous.” - Dr. Desta Ali, IGCHR

Community leaders put their emergency skills to the test during a hands-on scenario planning
session, with the NPHA's lead facilitator (distinguished in blue) providing expert guidance and
real-time feedback
Credit: SLURC 2026

Hidden Injustice Revealed at the 5th World SSF
Congress, Hua Hin (Thailand): Why Freetown’s
Urban Fishing Communities Remain Invisible

Fasalie Sulaiman Kamara & Ansumana Tarawally

At the 5th World Small-Scale Fisheries (SSF) Congress
in Hua Hin, Thailand (27 April — 1 May 2026), the Sierra
Leone Urban Research Centre (SLURC) presented insights
from Portee-Rokupa, Freetown. In the crowded informal
settlements of Portee—Rokupa, where mangrove creeks
meet makeshift fish-smoking stands, fishing is not merely
an occupation but a lifeline. Despite their contributions to
food security and the local economy, these urban fishing
communities remain largely overlooked by planners
and policymakers. The congress convened researchers,
policymakers, fishing communities, civil society, and
development practitioners to address governance,
climate resilience, social justice, food systems, and
coastal livelihoods. It provided a platform for discussions
on emerging issues shaping the lived realities of small-
scale fishing communities, including blue justice, social
protection, co-management, and inclusive coastal
futures.

SLURC co-led the congress session “Pathways Towards
Urban Blue Justice” with case studies from Lagos (Nigeria)
and Salvador (Brazil). Though the congress was structured
around “Regenerative Wisdom, Young Futures, and Just
Harmony”, all three cities exhibited common pressures:
environmental injustice, marine pollution, displacement,
weak governance, industrial encroachment, and a
notable failure of urban development planning and
coastal governance to recognise fishing communities.

SLURC Research Officer Ansumana Tarawally presented
Portee-Rokupa’s lived experiences, highlighting how
environmental injustice, inadequate infrastructure, and
governance exclusion shape daily life:

“Multiple interrelated challenges persist: the absence
of basic waste management systems, limited access to
toilets and drinking water, pollution of wetlands and
estuaries, and inadequate fish processing infrastructure,
including the lack of cold storage facilities.”

He emphasised that these are not merely service gaps
but blue justice issues, encompassing environmental
harm, livelihood insecurity, unequal burdens, and limited
participation in urban governance. Women engaged
in fish processing and trading face disproportionate
pressures due to inadequate infrastructure and declining
resources.

Despite structural limitations, Portee-Rokupa is not
passive. Community-led initiatives include mangrove




replanting, estuary clean-ups, fisheries organising,
and youth and women’s mobilisation. These efforts
demonstrate that urban fishing communities act as
active coastal stewards, not simply recipients of risk. The
session reinforced the need for rights-based, community-
led governance, stronger public investment, inclusive
planning, and formal recognition of urban fishers as
contributors to food systems and urban resilience.

Key thematic takeaways

1. Governance and policy recognition (NPOA SSF):
This session focused on the development and
implementation of National Plans of Action for
Small-Scale Fisheries (NPOA-SSF) as a mechanism for
supporting the implementation of the SSF Guidelines
at the national level. While National Plans of Action
for SSF can effectively align fisheries priorities with
national development frameworks, political will and
institutional mechanisms to integrate small-scale
fisheries into broader national development planning
and governance systems remain weak. Sierra Leone’s
urban fishing communities are largely invisible within
urban planning, despite their contributions to food
security and local economies. Stronger data systems,
policy recognition, and institutional coordination are
essential.

2. Resource governance and community stewardship

(Session 3.3 - Temporary Closures): Examples
such as octopus fishery restrictions and the Pacific
Rahui concept (traditional temporary resource

access restrictions) show how community-owned
approaches strengthen stewardship. For Sierra
Leone, this underscores the value of locally grounded
governance over top-down regulation.

3. Social protection, recognition, and inclusion: Case
studies from Zanzibar, Bangladesh, and Tunisia
highlighted that: protection begins with recognition.
Legally invisible fishing communities cannot access
formal support. Recognition of Portee-Rokupa is
critical for inclusion and long-term viability.

4, Regional collaboration - Africa Roundtable:
African researchers and practitioners identified
shared challenges: governance exclusion, climate
vulnerability, weak institutions, declining resources,
and lack of policy recognition. Strengthening regional
networks for peer learning, research collaboration,
and advocacy is a priority.

A central finding of the congress is that small-scale
fisheries (SSF) communities remain weakly recognized
in governance, and coastal planning. Despite the
congress’s breadth, urban contexts received limited

attention . reflecting a broader blind spot: urban fishing
communities sit between urban governance, fisheries
management, and coastal planning,yet remains widely
unrecognised.

The congress called for moving beyond vulnerability-
only narratives. Urban fishing communities are spaces
of knowledge, productivity, adaptation, and collective
action. Portee-Rokupa’s local stewardship -mangrove
restoration, clean-ups, and community organising -
exemplifies this. The path from vulnerability to viability
requires governance inclusion, bargaining power,
recognition, and institutional support.

Credit: SLURC 2026
I

SLURC Validate Findings from Land Use Practices
and Climate Change Vulnerabilities in Informal
Settlements

Fasalie Sulaiman Kamara & Amadu Labor

Participants actively engaged in a collaborative brainstorming session on land use
change in Freetown
Credit: SLURC 2026

On 4th June 2026, the Urban FUTURES Research Project,
implemented by the Sierra Leone Urban Research Centre
in Sierra Leone, validated its findings on the relationship
between land use practices and climate change
vulnerabilities in Freetown'’s informal settlements. The
validation workshop, held at the CCSL Hall in Freetown,



drew on case studies from Pamuronko in the east and
Thompson Bay in the west.

The event convened diverse stakeholders, including
community  representatives  (chiefs,  councillors,
Community Health Workers, Disaster Management
Volunteers, CBOs, women'’s representatives, and Persons
with Disabilities), as well as city and national actors such
as the Freetown City Council (FCC), Ministry of Health
(MoH), National Disaster Management Agency (NDMA),
Environment Protection Agency (EPA), National Protected
Area Authority (NPAA), Sierra Leone Meteorological
Agency (SLmet), Ministry of Environment and Climate
Change, and non-governmental organisations.

In his opening remarks, Braima Koroma, Director of
Research and Training at the Sierra Leone Urban Research
Centre (SLURC), welcomed participants and encouraged
open, constructive contributions. “The Urban Futures
Project is not just about research outputs; it is about
building a collective vision for resilient urban futures in
Sierra Leone,” he stated.

He emphasised that the research team has worked closely
with communities and experts to generate evidence
on climate hazards, vulnerabilities, governance, and
adaptation strategies. “Today, we are here not only to
present findings but to validate them together, ensuring
that the knowledge we build reflects lived realities and
institutional priorities.” The workshop was designed
as a participatory platform for dialogue, co-design,
and shared responsibility. “Resilience is not achieved
in isolation, but through collaboration, inclusivity, and
shared responsibility,” Koroma concluded.

Introducing the project, Senior Researcher Dr. Abu
Conteh explained that the focus is on land use practices
in informal settlements, specifically access to land, land
use regulations, housing, and livelihoods, and how these
shape climate change vulnerabilities.

Urban Futures is a three-year project implemented in
Uganda (Makerere University), Sierra Leone (SLURC), and
Zimbabwe (SEATINI), in partnership with the University
of Waterloo (Canada) and the Institute of Development
Studies (UK). The methodology employed Participatory
Action Research (PAR), integrating communities’ lived
experiences directly into the research process. Data
collection involved community asset mapping, visual
methods, key informant interviews, and a second layer
called SPAR, which focuses on understanding how
respondents’ perceptions shape interventions.

Dr Abu Conteh, presented key findings of the research
as follows:

Dr. Abu Conteh, Senior Researcher of SLURC presenting key Pndings on land use Practices
and climate change vulnerabilities in informal settlements
Credit: SLURC 2026

Land Use Practices:

«  “Banking” (sea reclamation for housing)

« Unregulated sand mining and mangrove cutting
Hazards & Vulnerabilities:

Stakeholders identified floods, heat, and fire as major
hazards, linking increased vulnerability to poverty,
structural inequalities, and poor settlement locations.
These hazards compound existing social and economic
vulnerabilities.

Household Exposure:

« Land reclamation, waste dumping, and unregulated
housing worsen flood impacts.

« Poor and inadequate building materials/practices
(zinc/panbody), overcrowding, and poor ventilation
intensify indoor heat exposure, affecting sleep and
causing skin rashes.

- Congested settlements and unregulated electricity
connections without professional services increase
fire risks; limited access between homes hinders
emergency response.

Livelihood Impact:

«  Fishermen report declining fish catches due to
mangrove destruction and sea pollution.

« Heat disrupts petty trading and informal businesses.




«  Floodwaters cover roads and footpaths, blocking
transport, mobility, and market access.

« Land reclamation (“banking”) and sand mining are
hazardous but pursued due to lack of alternatives.

« Vegetable gardens
disrupting livelihoods.

are destroyed by floods,

Impact on Vunerable Groups:

«  Poorhouseholds and those with limited savings have
reduced adaptive capacity.

«  Persons with disabilities face elevated vulnerability
due to physical, social, and economic barriers.

- Women, especially single  mothers, are
disproportionately affected due to caregiving roles,
livelihood dependence on informal trading, limited
finances, and housing/food insecurity.

«  Floods disrupt children’s education; access routes to
schools become unsafe.

The validation workshop reaffirmed that addressing
climate  vulnerabilities in  Freetown’s informal
settlements requires collaborative, inclusive, and locally
grounded action. The Urban Futures Project continues to
codesign interventions that are feasible, equitable, and
transformative, building resilience not in isolation, but
through shared responsibility.

SLURC Fosters Internships with Local and
International Universities
Andrea Klingel

As part of SLURC's vision to build capacity, facilitate
knowledge exchange and provide a platform for
learning and professional development, SLURC recently
welcomed two interns: one with a focus on research, data
analysis, and urban planning, and the other specialising
in Operations.

Audrey Frésard, a Swiss Master’s student in Territorial
Development in the Global South at the University of
Geneva, came to SLURC through a connection established
by a joint World Bank project involving the University
of Geneva and UNEP-GRID on Sandmining (Report:
Assessment of the Scale and Impact of Sand Mining on
Select Tourism and Coastal Communities in Sierra Leone).
Fostering such relationships with international and local
universities is key for SLURC and its network of allies.

Audrey holds a Certificate in Geomatics, with a
background combining theoretical, technical, and
practical experience in urban planning, spatial analysis,

and geospatial data. During her 3-month internship, she
supported the KISS project with data visualisation and
capacity development of the SLURC team regarding
data visualisation and spatialisation, delivering training
sessions on Preset. Preset is an open-source business
intelligence (Bl) platform designed for data exploration
that allows users to create interactive dashboards without
advanced programming skills. Audrey also supported
SLURC researchers in R training sessions delivered online
by The George Institute, a research partner on the Urban
SHADE project. R is a free software environment for
statistical computing and graphics. At the same time, she
is expanding her awareness of urban issues in informal
settlements by joining fieldwork activities, connecting
her theoretical knowledge with everyday realities on the
ground. She is also completing her Master’s thesis during
the internship, exploring how community knowledge is
co-produced, validated, and restituted in Moyiba, with a
focus on residents as knowledge holders.

Moses A. Kargbo, a final-year Bachelor’s degree student in
Procurement, Logistics and Supply Chain Management,
will shape his work experience through a three-month
placement at SLURC, primarily within the Finance and
Administration department. Currently, he is supporting
the cataloguing of knowledge outputs, a critical aspect of
SLURC'’s work to ensure the availability and accessibility
of all outputs online and in SLURC's Resource room. The
latter is a physical library where those without internet
access can read and study relevant outputs for their work,
study or advocacy.

Lastly, in August SLURC is expecting an intern from Kenya,
Kevin Stanley Mburu, who is currently undertaking a
master’s degree in International Development (GLOCAL
Programme) at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem.
SLURC worked with him in the past when he was
Programme Manager at Slum Dwellers International in
Nairobi. His academic and professional work focuses on
urban resilience, informal settlement upgrading, inclusive
development, and refugees and migration. His internship
at SLURC will span over four months, and he will bring a
wealth of experience from his work in East Africa.

Internships shape interns as well as the organisation; it is
a mutual learning experience with reciprocating benefits
for all involved.



Michele Leone of IDRC Praises Progress of
Urban TRACS Project in Sierra Leone

Fasalie Sulaiman Kamara & Dora Vangahun

Michele Leone of the International Development
Research Centre (IDRC) has praised progress of the
Urban TRACS project in Sierra Leone, expressing
strong optimism that the initiative, designed to build
climate-resilient housing in informal settlements, has
the potential to move beyond its pilot phase.

On 28 April, Michele from the IDRC, which co-funds
the CLARE programme alongside the UK’s Foreign,
Commonwealth & Development Office, paid a one-
day working visit to the three research institutions
implementing the Urban TRACS projectin Sierra Leone:
the Sierra Leone Urban Research Centre (SLURC), the
Institute of Gender and Children’s Health Research
(IGCHR), and the Centre of Dialogue for Human
Settlement and Poverty Alleviation (CODOHSAPA).

The visit included a meeting with the three
organisations at the SLURC office (17a Hill Cot Road,
Freetown) and a field visit to Susan’s Bay, one of the
project’s focal informal communities. The project
is being implemented in three locations: Moyiba,
a hillside community in eastern Freetown; Susan’s
Bay; and CKG (Crab Town, Kolleh Town & Grey Bush),
both informal coastal communities in west-central
Freetown.

The visiting IDRC officer was not only impressed with
the project’s work progress but was optimistic about
its future. During the field visit, he asked community
members directly: “Do you want to see the project
moving forward beyond the pilot phase?” He further
inquired which intervention they would like to see
prioritised if the project were scaled up.

Speaking on behalf of their communities,
representatives articulated the need to continue
housing upgrades, which directly address climate
vulnerabilities and housing insecurity for informal
residents in Freetown:

Moyiba: “We need an extension of the resilience
housing initiative to enable more vulnerable people to
access decent housing. It also provides local builders
with jobs during and after the implementation phase.”

CKG: “If you could enter one of our dwellings to see
firsthand the extent of suffering residents face, tears
would nearly run from your eyes. During the rains, roofs
leak; in the dry season, extreme heat. The suffering
is severe. Providing decent housing will alleviate our
suffering. With the adoption of the housing model,

builders will secure regular jobs through replication of
the model.”

Susan’s Bay: “Susan’s Bay has a poor drainage system,
contributing to regular flash floods. The construction
of a retaining wall at Nicole Creek is a dire need for the
community.”

In his opening statement, Samuel Saidu, Senior
Researcher from IGCHR, provided an update on
project interventions and offered a contextual analysis
of housing in urban informal settlements:

“Urban inequality is really high in Freetown. The poor,
who cannot afford formal housing, shift to informal
settlements. They inhabit different types of housing
depending on homeowners’ earnings and the
topography of the area—coastal, as in Susan’s Bay and
CKG, or hillside, as in Moyiba. Housing materials used
include plastic/tarpaulin, mud, zinc, and cement,”.

Samuel explained that the research team conducted
extensive community engagement to understand
their priorities for intervention. “A lot of interventions
were proposed. However, after ranking them together
with the communities, housing stood out strongly as
the top priority for informal residents,” He added that
housing upgrades are currently being piloted in three
of Freetown’s more than 70 informal settlements.

Joseph Macarthy, Executive Director of SLURC,
emphasised that housing upgrades offer significant
opportunities to improve housing infrastructure in
informal settlements. He noted a strong desire for
collaboration with policymakers and for continued
partnership between the universities, researchers, co-
researchers, and community residents.

As climate-driven risks such as flooding, heat stress,
and storm surges intensify in coastal and hillside
informal settlements, the Urban TRACS project offers a
replicable model for building resilience. Its bottom-up
approach rooted in local voices, participatory research,
and scalable housing solutions, provides a pathway for
sustainable urban adaptation in Freetown.

CLARE is a flagship research programme on climate
adaptation and resilience, funded mostly (about 90%) by UK
Aid through the Foreign Commonwealth and Development
Office (FCDO), and co-funded by the International
Development Research Centre (IDRC), Canada. CLARE

is bridging critical gaps between science and action by
championing Southern leadership to enable socially
inclusive and sustainable action to build resilience to climate
change and natural hazards.




Preset Training: Strengthening Internal Data
Visualisation Skills

Audrey Frésard

Audrey Frésard, the interns, leading the training session
Credit: SLURC 2026

In May 2026, SLURC held a presentation introducing
Preset, an open-source platform for geospatial data
visualisation through interactive dashboards and
charts creation. This session marked an important
step in strengthening data representation and
management capacities across urban research projects.
Preset aims to transform datasets into clear charts,
improving accessibility and supporting more effective
communication of research findings.
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Audrey Frésard, the interns, leading the training session

For SLURC, Preset supports ongoing projects by
improving visualization of field data, strengthening
monitoring and evaluation processes, and enabling more
evidence-based decision-making across projects. By
centralizing project data within a single system, this tool
facilitates cross-project analysis and improves navigation
between them.

Following the presentation, hands-on exercises were
organised to support staff in adopting Preset. These
sessions focused on dashboard creation, data integration,
and advanced visualisation features. Initial feedback
from staff was very positive, with members expressing
strong interest in the tool and highlighting its potential
to improve reporting efficiency, data analysis, and
accessibility of information. This introduction represents
a step toward more data-driven and collaborative
urban research practices within SLURC. Overall, Preset
is expected to strengthen data-driven decision-making
and enhance the impact of SLURC's urban work in Sierra
Leone.
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UNEP 2026: Sand - the Unrecognised Hero of
Development and Ecological Balance

Fasalie Sulaiman Kamara & Ansumana Tarawally

Sand Mining in John Obey
Credit: SLURC 2025

Sand plays an essential role in sustaining both human
development and the health of our ecosystems. UNEP
report 2026 indicates that sand and gravel are the most
heavily extracted solid materials globally, indispensable
for building the infrastructure that supports modern
societies. “Without sand, there would be no concrete,
no asphalt, and consequently, no roads, bridges, dams,
hospitals, schools, or homes, all of which underpin
modern economies and daily life.” Often described as
the “unrecognised heroes of human development,”
these materials quietly shape the world around us.

The report highlights growing recognition of sand’s role
in development, contrasting with limited understanding
of its function within natural ecosystems. It emphasises
the urgent need to preserve sand as a natural resource.
Beyond construction, sand acts as a natural water
filter, protects shorelines from erosion, and prevents
salinisation of coastal aquifers. It also provides critical
habitats for fish, plants, turtles, birds, crabs, and countless
other species, supporting biodiversity and maintaining
the ecological balance essential for human well-being.

Beyond Construction: The Human Dimension

Sand not only sustains ecological integrity but also
supports livelihoods in fisheries, agriculture, and
tourism. This connection is illustrated in the Freetown,
Sierra Leone case study: “The gendered dimensions of
the sand economy are particularly visible in Freetown,
where women play strategic roles in both direct and
support functions. In John Obey, women involved in the
sand trade report increased economic independence
and greater control over household income, highlighting
sand’s contribution to women’s economic agency
within otherwise male-dominated livelihood systems

(The Sierra Leone Urban Research Centre-SLURC 2024).
Beyond individual livelihoods, sand underpins broader
urban economies, including the concrete block-building
sector, which generates employment in small-scale
construction, with blocks produced on or near building
sites.”

The essential nature of sand therefore demands
sustainable management. Building on ten strategic
recommendations from an eariler report, to prevent a
sand crisis and promote responsible extraction, the 2026
report calls for a clear policy environment integrated
into national and regional governance agendas.
Such measures can balance development needs with
ecosystem protection and intergenerational equity.

“Sand is more than a mere resource.lt is a strategic
natural asset, indispensable to both human prosperity
and planetary health. By fully recognising its value
and adopting sustainable management practices, we
can chart a path towards a future in which economic
activities, environmental protection, and social equity
are achieved in harmony.”

Sand Mining in the village of Ribeira da Barca. Cabo Verde
Credit: Mathias Depardon 2022

Caught Between Heat and Floods: Abie’s Lived
Experience with Twin Climate Burdens in Cockle
Bay, Freetown

Ishmail Conteh

In Cockle Bay, an informal coastal settlement in Freetown,
climate change manifests through daily struggles that
shape health, livelihoods, and housing. Abie, a widow and
single mother of three, navigates extreme heat during
the dry season and flooding during the rainy season
while supporting her family through a small fish-selling
business. Her experiences highlight how climate impacts
are exacerbated by poverty and insecure housing.

The rainy season brings anxiety for Abie. Although




flooding is episodic, a single severe event left lasting
consequences, destroying her belongings, including a
freezer, and disrupting her livelihood. “Flooding affected
my home and it took me a long time to clean the mud
before | could return,” she recalled. The material loss
caused deep emotional distress: “I felt sad because | lost
valuable belongings, and prices are very high now. There
was nothing | could do but be patient.” She fears future
floods will devastate her business: “I just pray none
of those events happens. If they do, | won't be able to
continue selling.”

While flooding is episodic, extreme heat is a daily reality.
Abie lives in a corrugated iron sheet house (“pan body”)
that absorbs and retains heat. “Even with the fan on, it is
still hot, and you end up sweating,” she says. This causes
persistent heat rashes and severe itching, especially for
her children. Sleep deprivation is routine: “Excessive heat
makes it difficult to get a good night’s sleep.”

A resident of 15 years, Abie attributes much of her
hardship to community congestion. “When we first came,
there were very few houses. Now, people have built multi-
storey structures, even on waterways, blocking drainage
and airflow.” The design of her home worsens the heat,
and her zinc roof, damaged by cats, leaks heavily during
rains. “Water drips directly onto our feet. Sometimes, the
bed becomes soaked in the middle,” she explained.

Despite limited resources, Abie has adapted. She built a
retaining wall to keep rainwater out, patched her leaking
roof with tarpaulin, and raised her freezer on a wooden
pallet to protect it from floodwater. To manage heat, she
relies on fans, outdoor fresh air, nightly body rinses, and
medicated powder for rashes. However, these reactive
measures underscore the need for broader structural
investment.

Abie’s story demonstrates that individual resilience
cannot resolve the deep structural challenges facing
informal settlements. As climate change intensifies,
effective adaptation must go beyond temporary fixes
to address housing quality, urban planning, livelihood
security, and the daily realities of vulnerable populations.
Her hope remains simple and profound: “I pray it does
not happen again.”
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Why Monitoring, Evaluation, and Learning is
Essential in Research Projects
Sia Morenike Tengbe

In community-based research projects, good intentions
are insufficient. Without systematic monitoring,
evaluation, and learning (MEL), it is not possible

to determine whether an intervention is making a
meaningful difference, for whom, or through which
mechanisms. Evidence from two projects (the Urban
SHADE and Urban TRACS), implemented by the Sierra
Leone Urban Research Centre (SLURC), demonstrates
that MEL is not an administrative afterthought; rather,
it is the mechanism through which research becomes
accountable, responsive, and genuinely community-led.

The Urban SHADE Sierra Leone project used pre- and
post-training surveys to assess changes in knowledge
among community members and health providers in
CKG, Moyiba, and Susan’s Bay. The findings were clear.
Average community knowledge scores increased from
56% to 63% following intervention activities, with female
participants recording a 19 percentage-point gain.
Health workers and community health officers showed
improvements of up to 46%. These figures are not
merely descriptive; they indicate measurable increases
in people’s capacity to protect themselves from flood-
and heat-related health risks. Without MEL, this impact
would have remained undocumented.

MEL's value extends beyond measuring impact; it also
reveals what communities themselves value. In the
Urban TRACS Ripple Effect Mapping session in Moyiba,
participants were asked to identify the changes that
mattered most to them. “Knowledge” ranked first,
receiving the most votes across all groups, followed by
“Improved relationships within the community”. These
priorities, captured in community members’ own words,
directly inform how the project develops next. In this
way, feedback becomes a basis for genuine adaptive
management.

MEL also creates space for more complex and
challenging findings. When post-test scores in one
community remained lower than in others, or when
certain groups showed limited gains, the data did not
assign blame; it raised critical questions. Who might have
been left out? What did the training fail to reach, or fail
to reach effectively? The identification of risks such as
the exclusion of people with disabilities came not from
the research team alone, but from the community itself.
This is the learning dimension of MEL: enabling honest
reflection alongside evidence of progress so that no
one’s experience is overlooked.

Essentially, MEL transforms a research project into
a learning system: one that listens to communities,
tests assumptions against evidence, responds to what
emerges, and strengthens the accountability and
leadership required for research to produce meaningful
and sustained change.



Round Two: Care Feedback and the Man Kia School

Umar Buckus

In July 2026, SLURC returned to Susan’s Bay for the
second round of Caregiver Feedback Groups (CFG 2) on
the Freetown Caring City project. Two sessions were held
in parallel, one with eight women accessing services at
the Care Block and one with eight men enrolled in the
Men’s Care Academy, known in the community as the
Man Kia School.

Since the first Caregiver Feedback Group in March 2026
the Care Block has added three service areas, namely:
adult literacy, gender-based violence (GBV) support and
storytelling, alongside the financial literacy and yoga
sessions that were already running. The Man Kia School
has recruited and begun training its first cohort of 20
men. CFG 2 is the first opportunity to test how these
additions are landing.
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Lessons from CFG 1:

The first Caregiver Feedback Group was conducted in
March 2026 with 18 women caregivers across two age
groups, atastage when services were still being delivered
from temporary sites. Service quality was endorsed
universally, with every participant responding positively
to each rating statement, although Net Promoter Scores
diverged by age, with older participants proving more
enthusiastic than younger ones. Financial literacy
training was showing early signs of behaviour change,
including cash boxes, written record keeping, budgeting
practices and reported business growth all noted in the
focus group discussion. Yoga was over-performing as
a wellbeing intervention, with participants reporting
resolved chronic pain, improved sleep and expanded
social networks.

Two findings were less positive. Childcare remained the

single largest barrier to attendance and the strongest
unmet demand, and community-level scepticism, born
of previous programmes that had promised and not
delivered, emerged as the most significant risk to the
project.

The Man Kia School:

The Man Kia School responds to a finding that runs
throughout the baseline report, which is that the
unequal distribution of care work in Freetown is shaped
by what people believe about care, not only by what
their circumstances allow. The Academy offers men
practical training in care skills alongside sessions on
gender roles, positive masculinity and family health, with
the intention that participants do more at home rather
than simply know more about care. The first cohort has
ages ranging from 18 to over 55 and includes students,
self-employed traders, men who are out of work and
men who stay at home. Most arrived without any prior
exposure to gender or care training. They are drawn from
the ordinary institutions of life in Susan’s Bay, including
football clubs, youth groups, religious and traditional
groups and family associations, the spaces where the
project hopes the conversation will continue.

Designing CFG 2:

CFG 2 has been designed to allow comparison in two
directions. For women, the four thematic areas used
in CFG 1, namely accessibility, service quality and
satisfaction, perceptions and behaviour change, and
community engagement, are carried forward without
alteration, with a fifth theme added to evaluate the three
new services. Participants include women who took part
in CFG 1 wherever possible, which allows change to be
tracked at the level of the individual as well as the group.

For men, the same four themes have been adapted to the
Academy context, with a fifth theme examining learning
and behaviour change in greater depth. The attitude
statements on care work and gender roles are identical
to those put to women, which means the project will be
able to compare, at the same point in time, what men
and women in Susan’s Bay say about who care belongs
to.

The rating exercises are deliberately participatory. Rather
than completing forms, participants place stickers
directly onto charts mounted on the wall, one for
each statement, under Disagree, Neither or Agree. The
approach removes literacy as a barrier to participation
and makes the collective response of the group visible
in the room as it forms. This opens up the discussion that
follows.




What Comes Next:

Analysis will focus on three questions. Whether the
childcare barrier identified in CFG 1 has begun to ease,
whether the new services are reaching the women who
most need them, and whether men in the Academy
report change in what they do at home as well as in what
they believe. Findings will be published later this year
and will inform the design of the permanent Care Block.

Award Spotlight

Fasalie Kamara

We are proud to announce that our paper “Accessibility,
(dis)advantage and everyday mobility practices and
experiences: The cases of Maputo and Freetown,” co-
authored by Braima Koroma, Director of Research and
Training of the Sierra Leone Urban Research Centre
(SLURC), has won the 2026 Regional Studies Association
(RSA) Best Paper Award for Area Development and Policy.

“This recognition from the Regional Studies Association
celebrates excellence in regional research, and we are
delighted to see this important work on urban mobility
and inequality take centre stage”, Dr Macarthy, Executive
Director, SLURC

Congratulations, Braima Koroma and co-authors, on this
well-deserved achievement!

Read the full paper here: [Accessibility, (dis)advantage
and everyday mobility practices and experiences: the
cases of Maputo and Freetown ]

Farewell, Audrey!

Fasalie Kamara

After a three-month internship with the Sierra Leone
Urban Research Centre (SLURC), the organisation has bid
farewell to Audrey Fresard, a student at the Université de
Geneéve. What began as a short-term placement quickly
felt as though she had always been part of the family.
One of her most notable contributions was introducing
the team to Preset, an open-data platform for geospatial
data visualisation.

“It was lovely to have you here,” said Andrea Klingel,
Director of Operations at SLURC. “You blended really
well with the team and connected with everybody. The

capacity building sessions will continue, and as we always
say at SLURC, once you are part of the family, there is no
escaping.”

Having followed her progress closely, Dr. Macarthy
expressed strong confidence in the quality of her output.
“I have been reviewing her work and am very confident
that it will be an exciting and excellent piece of research.
In my view, you are taking a part of SLURC with you,
and | sincerely hope that someday you might consider
returning to join the team. | want to join others in
thanking you for your time, and | wish you a safe journey
home.”

In response, Audrey expressed her deep appreciation to
the organisation. “Thank you, SLURC. It was a genuine
pleasure to work with you, and | am grateful that you
included me in your team. Integration can sometimes
be difficult, but you welcomed me from the very start. |
wasn'tjustsitting in my office working on my computer—I
was out in the field with the team. Whenever | needed
help, | could always knock on someone’s door and ask
questions. It was a wonderful experience, and | learned
so much from all of you.”

She also reflected on the value of hands-on learning.
“Compared to my academic experience in Switzerland,
attending classes or workshops is not the same as being
part of a research team on the ground. This has been a
perfect opportunity to learn, and for that, | am deeply
thankful.”
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