
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
This report documents how Concern Worldwide, an international humanitarian 
NGO committed to the eradication of extreme poverty, reduces disaster risk in 
the slums of Freetown, Sierra Leone.  Concern started working Sierra Leone 
in 1996 to provide emergency support in response to the 1992-2002 civil war 
that claimed the lives of over 50,000 people.  Today the organisation is 
involved both in short-term emergency response activities as well as longer-
term development programming in Tonkolili district in the Northern province 
and Freetown and the greater western area in the Western province.  

Concern uses disaster risk reduction (DRR) to reduce disaster risk and 
considers it a crosscutting issue important across programmes.  It uses DRR 
to address natural and manmade hazards including earthquakes, flooding, 
and hurricanes conflict, disease, and those derived from political and social 
arenas.  The organisation gives equal weight to extensive and intensive risk.  
 
Freetown is the capital of Sierra Leone, and as a whole has better 
infrastructure, schools, hospitals, and economies as compared to the rest of 
the country.  That said, pockets of extreme poverty are scattered throughout 
the city, some of the worst of which are concentrated in the city’s rapidly 
growing slums.  These areas are densely settled with few amenities and are 
often located in hazard prone areas, such as on flood plains, steep hillsides, 
ravines, and sea cliffs.  Slum residents are on average poorer than residents 
of the city as a whole, meaning that they have fewer resources to reduce risk 
or respond to disasters once they occur.  Indeed, fires, floods, landslides, 
storm surges, and diseases including cholera, AWD, skin infections, and 
malaria, are a few many risks that regularly affect residents. 
 
Many of Concern’s DRR activities centre on strengthening and supporting the 
community disaster management committees (CDMCs), the local level 
government structures responsible for disaster risk reduction and emergency 
response.  Concern was instrumental in founding these committees and 
providing them with training and some of the resources necessary to reduce 
risk (like microphones, shovels, and posters).  It also helped organise the 
CDMCs into an umbrella group, CODMERT, a CBO that coordinates and 
provides additional support to individual CDMCs and has ambitions of 
becoming the coordinating body for all CDMCs in all provinces.   
  
CDMCs and CODMERT mainly focuses on sensitisation activities and 
changing local level behaviours in order to reduce risk.  They use a 
participatory approach to assess the risk context and as a means of engaging 
residents in behavioural change.  They also run campaigns focused on safe 
practices, including ones to help reduce the risks of fire, flood, cholera, 
landslides, and some of the other major hazards in the area.  They also 
respond to emergencies when they arise.  These activities have been 
described widely as successful, with evidence being cited as low rates of 
cholera deaths during the 2012 outbreak, feelings of self help and community 
engagement and respect, and widespread support of Concern. 
   



Concern no longer supports these committees, however many are still active 
and have maintained their high level of technical knowledge including 
CODMERT.  That said, some of their activities are severely limited due to lack 
of funds - CDMC members pay for costs themselves including transportation 
costs and costs for basic materials.  
 
Concern also responds to small and large-scale emergencies.  Its last 
response was in 2012 to help address a cholera outbreak that was sweeping 
the country.  Concern helped provide support to the victims of the outbreak 
and helped prevent its spread cholera through a series of sensitization 
campaigns run through the local CDMCs and water, hygiene, and sanitation 
(WASH) committees.  Although small-scale emergencies occur frequently in 
slum areas its last emergency response was in 2011 to fire.   
 
Concern has made specific efforts to reduce the risk of cholera and is one of 
five members of a WASH consortium.  The consortium focuses cholera 
prevention, preparedness and response.  Some of its key interventions 
include training community health workers (CHWs), developing real time 
cholera outbreak tracking systems, and helping systematise and standardise 
response and mitigation measures activities.  Consortium membership also 
helps for cross-organisational information sharing and provides a platform for 
national level advocacy. 
 
Concern’s contribution to disaster risk reduction in Freetown can be 
summarised within the Hyogo Framework for Action: 
 
How Concern contributes to the Hyogo Framework for Action 

Action area Concern’s contribution to HFA per action area 

1 prioritize DRR in 
governance at all 
levels 

• At local level trains CDMCs in all DRR activities and builds community support for DRR 
• At meso level developed CODMERT, umbrella organisation for coordinating DRR activities of 

CDMCs and working with ONS, the city municipality, other NGOs 
• At macro level, works with ONS to develop and implement policy 

2 identify, assess and 
monitor disaster risks 
and enhance early 
warning 

• Uses participatory risk assessment techniques and trains communities in risk participation to map 
community risk profiles 

• Monitors tap water supply as part of WASH consortium  
• Through the WASH consortium is piloting real time text cholera tracking programme 

 
3 use knowledge, 
innovation and 
education to build a 
culture of safety at all 
levels 

• Supports disaster management committees and water resource committees in awareness 
campaigns targeted at behavioural change for specific hazards as well as at encouraging the 
adaptation of specific mitigation practices 

• Trains CHWs in sensitisation activities through WASH consortium  
• Trains school children in safety 

4 reduce underlying 
risk factors 

• Through afforestation in in low-density slums reduces the risk of flooding and other factors 
• Cleans up waste in streams to reduce risk of flooding and diseases including cholera and malaria 
• Changes attitudes, behaviour, and practices to reduce risk increasing practices related to cholera, 

flooding, and fires 
• Improves housing by building and encouraging the use of hazard resistant structures 
• Facilitates the implementation of hazard targeted micro-projects, for example the building of 

gabions and check dams  
• Uses advocacy to push for higher level changes to reduce flood and AWD risks such as improved 

sanitation and waste disposal 
5 strengthen 
preparedness at all 
levels 

• Has completed internal preparedness action planning and has contingency plans in place for 
emergency responses 



• Has emergency contingency stocks and funds for rapid cholera response  
• Supports local disaster management committees in preparedness training, contingency planning 

and drills, and provides resources for response 

 

The report details these activities and discusses their strengths, weaknesses, 
and lessons learned.  Overall, Concern’s activities including the support of the 
CDMCs contributed to the reduction of a wide number of risks.  That said the 
Freetown slums face a series of seemingly intractable problems that threaten 
many of ConcernÕs DRR efforts: they are becoming increasingly crowded due 
to migration and population growth, land degradation is rapid, basic services 
including water and waste management are limited, and calls for removal 
have been complemented by actions preventing organisations from 
implementing physical mitigation projects while leaving slum development 
unchecked and unplanned.  Confronting these challenges requires 
commitment from a wide range of stakeholders including Concern, and it is 
suggested that Concern work toward developing a strategy for building such 
commitment.  

 


