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Executive Summary

Baseline Study on Recovery in Africa: Transitioning 
from Relief to Recovery1 seeks to present a 
comprehensive review of post-disaster recovery 
in Africa. The study is meant to contribute to 
an enhanced understanding and knowledge of 
recovery processes in the continent. Ultimately, it 
aims to provide insights on recovery management, 
policies and programmes to inform and improve 
future recovery processes in Africa.

Conceptual approach to Recovery 

Recovery is defined as “the restoring or improving 
of livelihoods and health, as well as economic, 
physical, social, cultural and environmental 
assets, systems and activities, of a disaster-
affected community or society, aligning with the 
principles of sustainable development and “build 
back better”, to avoid or reduce future disaster 
risk” (UNDRR, 2017). Inherent in this notion of 
recovery is the notion of resilience, defined as the 
ability of a system, community or society exposed 
to hazards to resist, absorb, accommodate, adapt 
to, transform and recover from the effects of a 
hazard in a timely and efficient manner, including 
through the preservation and restoration of its 
essential basic structures and functions through 
risk management.

The two notions together formed the framework 
used by this study to evaluate the processes 
and in some cases the measures with which 
governments were engaged following a disaster.

Findings

Much has occurred to shape and transform the 
Disaster Risk Management (DRM) landscape in 
Africa over the last decade or so (2005 - 2017). 
The Regional Economic Communities (RECs), the 

Africa Union, the UN system and other 
international development partners have played 
their part in assisting national platforms and 
systems for DRM to develop. However, post-
disaster recovery in Africa, as a systematic 
process within DRM systems and policies, is not 
yet consolidated, and the approach in the region 
is still focused on humanitarian response rather 
than sustainable recovery and risk reduction. In 
essence, the transition from disaster response to 
risk-centered recovery approaches is still in the 
process of consolidation, with clear governmental 
commitments.

National experiences show that several aspects 
of the risk continuum, where a transition from 
the response to recovery is supposed to happen, 
are not easily integrated into existing national and 
financial structures established for the purpose 
of fulfilling the National Development Agenda 
(NDA). It is the global experience that when 
risk is properly planned for as part of the NDA, 

Figure 1. How Recovery Fits into a Positive 
DRM Framework

1 The baseline study was meant to capture data and knowledge covering the last decade, on the state of the management of recovery processes 
in Africa. The Study did not seek to evaluate the success, or lack thereof, of recovery initiatives in the region.

National Development 
Agenda (NDA)

RecoveryResponse/ 
Relief

Positive Disaster Risk Management exists when Recovery is 
strongly driven by the NDA and risk is understood and planned 
for.
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recovery too is adequately included within the 
DRM system. When the national systems do not 
reflect such an appreciation of risk, inclusion of 
recovery presents a great challenge for the DRM 
agenda and the NDA.

Institutional mandates and regulatory frameworks 
for DRR do not include recovery as a process, or 
only partially define it. 

The organizational, functional and financial 
structures for recovery differ from those 
of response—with more operational and 
humanitarian characteristics—whereas the 
transition from a state of emergency to a recovery 
process implies a substantial shift in responsible 
agencies, procedures and needs, for which there 
are generally no ex-ante mechanisms in place. 
Some exceptions are Ethiopia, Malawi and 
Mozambique, where institutional structures exist 
for recovery within national systems—while they 
are not a guarantee of an effective transition 
between relief and recovery. In fact, not all African 
governments have been able to turn the corner 
from relief to recovery. Approximately 45%, or 
five out of the eleven countries surveyed, had no 
recovery institution in place. For those who have 
established such institutions they were still in the 
early stages.

Finally, the notion of recovery as including both 
structural and non-structural aspects is not yet 
commonly adopted by the region. In fact, most of 
the countries studied continue to focus mainly on 
infrastructure repairs or reconstruction, although 
in many cases, the process is called recovery. 

Partially the explanation lies in the pressure to 
rebuild infrastructure bringing visible, tangible 
and immediate results highly covered by the 
media and/or in national or local politics, and this 
continues to shape the recovery agenda in many 
countries.

Figure 2: Illustration of where the Africa region is positioned on the transition curve from relief 
to recovery

Figure 3: State of Recovery in the African 
Region

Source: Authors’ illustration

Transition from disaster response focused approaches to risk 
management is making progress in the region, but integration to the 
development agenda is not consolidated.
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