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“The Inventory of High-Risk Settlements is supporting the city 
of Santiago de Cali, as it allows us to consolidate and easily 
access much needed risk information about households 
that are vulnerable to flooding and landslides. This new 
methodology and development of a national inventory is 
enabling key decision-making processes to protect the lives of 
people.”

–Rodrigo Zamorano, Coordinator of Municipal Counsel for  
Disaster Risk Management, City of Santiago de Cali

Challenge

As Nydia Garcia Sierra ascended the overgrown terrain, she pointed slowly to 
a vacant spot that she used to call home.  “When it rained,” she said, “water 
used to come into my house through the bedroom, as if it was a drain.” Houses 
in the area lacked both water and electricity, and often fell prey to recurring 
landslides caused by unstable soil conditions. “Once when we were sleeping 
and it was raining heavily,” recalled Ms. Sierra, “the land from the house be-
hind fell on top of us and the wall planks of our house nearly collapsed under 
that weight.” Despite precarious conditions such as these, many families con-
tinue to move into high-risk communities in Colombia. This is a growing prob-
lem the Government of Colombia has been trying to tackle for a long time.

Since 1970, more than half of the homes destroyed by natural hazards, 
like floods and landslides, were built in similar areas considered unfit for 
urbanization.1 Today, three out of four Colombians live in cities of more 
than100,000 people, and many cities are located in areas prone to flood-
ing, landslides and other hazards.2  Cities in Colombia are more exposed 
and vulnerable to disasters because houses in urban areas are increasing-
ly built informally, with inadequate material and construction methods.3

Between 2010 and 2011, La Niña phenomenon exacerbated these ur-
banization trends through heavy and sustained rainfall that caused nation-
wide flooding and triggered 
widespread landslides. Over 
3.5 million people were af-
fected, completely destroy-
ing 8,000 homes and damag-
ing 400,000 others.5  As these 
weather events become more 
frequent and severe, damag-
es and losses caused by hy-
dro-meteorological hazards 
are expected to rise if land-use 
planning and urban develop-
ment remain unchecked.

As a result, the Government of 
Colombia has redoubled its efforts to explore policy solutions to address 
high-risk communities in large cities. Policymakers continue their long–term 
efforts to understand the scope of the problem and target measures to re-
duce the vulnerability of people living at risk to flooding and landslides.

Intervention

In accordance with the National Development Plan 2010-2014, the 
Government of Colombia sought to understand policy options and devel-
op strategies to reduce the risk of communities that are concentrated in ur-
ban areas. Guided by the tenet, “what’s measured can be managed,” the 
government requested support from the World Bank in 2012 to quantify 
the number of urban populations that are highly susceptible to floods and 
landslides. In collaboration with the Ministry of Housing, City, and Territory, 
the team first agreed to develop a standardized methodology to guide the 
development of a national inventory of settlements in high-risk areas.

Two significant observations surfaced from initial research of various  
Colombian municipalities, and examining different methodologies and em-
ployed to quantify the number of households living in high-risk areas: 

◆◆ There was no consistent or systematic methodology  to collect information 
needed to assess risk at the community level, nor to generate local haz-
ards assessments for floods and landslides.

◆◆ No centralized data-sharing platform  existed for national ministries and 
agencies to easily and cost-effectively access household information ob-
tained at the municipal level.

In an effort to generate new ideas from municipalities, and deepen the aware-
ness of the technical capacity needed to develop local inventories, the team 
led two participatory workshops with municipal representatives. These sessions 
involved officials from approximately 17 local municipalities, 11 regional en-
vironmental authorities, and six national government entities. The forum gave 
authorities an avenue to give input and feedback on beneficial tools and prac-
tical resources they would need to standardize the settlement inventory process. 

“What’s Measured Can Be Managed”
High-Risk Settlements in Colombia
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Click on video link to view how  Colombia 
is addressing disaster risk with support from 
the World Bank6

Past and projected urban population of Colombia from 1918 to 2020.3
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After deliberation and analysis by stakeholders and partners, a new stan-
dardized methodology was developed.7 The following elements emerged 
that supported the roll-out of the national inventory of high-risk settlements 
to streamline decision-making processes:

I. A set of criteria was defined for all municipalites  to extract inventory data 
from previous technical studies and emergency reports;

II. The methodology to build the national inventory  was developed in consider-
ation of limited technical capacity in many municipalities; 

III. A centralized information platform  for the national settlement inventory was 
established based on the methodology to permit municipal agencies to 
collect and share data more easily; 

IV. The Ministry of Housing, City, and Territory issued a Ministerial Resolution 
 (#448 of July 17, 2014)8 that legally requires municipalities to adhere to 
the methodology to develop the National Inventory of High-Risk Settlements. 

Outcome

While being no small task, building the National Inventory of High-Risk 
Settlements will have a significant impact on Colombia’s ability to address ur-
banization trends by reducing risk. At a national scale, the inventory analy-
sis will enable the national government authorities to develop evidence-based 
strategies and policy options to manage and reduce high-risk areas. Potential 
strategies may include a range of vulnerability reduction measures, including 
structural and non-structural flood and landslide mitigation, or physical infra-
structure improvements. As a final option, where risk cannot be mitigated due to 
political or economic challenges, it may be necessary to relocate some families. 
Regional and municipal governments will also benefit by using local data sets 
from the inventory to inform economic development and land-use planning.

Already, since the approval of the methodology in July 2014, nine mu-
nicipalities have begun building their own localized inventories on a pilot 

basis. By mid-2015 this will be expanded 
to include at least 25 municipalities be-
fore being taken to scale.  It is expected 
that by 2016, the government will cov-
er approximately 60% of Colombia’s 
population. 

As this tipping point nears, the government 
will be equipped to actively manage urban 
development and make informed decisions 
to reduce the vulnerability of unplanned 
settlements.  Quantifying and understand-
ing high-risk settlements will no longer be 
an arbitrary exercise, but rather Colombia 
will be able to demonstrate a new mod-
el from which other countries can learn to 
reduce and manage communities at risk.
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Click the image to see the full 
guidebook of the methodology 
used to conduct the municipal 
inventory of high-risk settlement 
areas.9

Post-landslide photo of high-risk settlement area in Municipality of Pereira (Risaralda - Colombia), 2011. Photo by: Javier Garcia Jaramillo
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