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ABSTRACT   
The main objective of this study is to understand and asses flood risk perception among 
people living in Msimbazi Valley in Das es Salaam, Tanzania. Many of the people I 
have interviewed are experiencing flooding every year but it is rarely considered 
disastrous. Looked at individually they may not be disasters but cumulatively they may 
be. The rapid urbanisation, in this part of the world, forces people to live on hazardous 
but central land because of the livelihood opportunities available there. The government 
and the local communities are well aware of the risk of floods in the area and are 
considered as a serious threat to the families. People are still living in these areas 
because they find the benefits big enough to make up the risks.  
 
Keywords: risk perception, flooding, floods, urban vulnerability, flood plain settlers, 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
Hereby I will introduce my research and place it in a context. Furthermore I will present 
the delimitations, methods and materials used and give the structure of the essay. 
 

1.1 Background 
Environmental degradation within a city often results in a large number of relatively 
small and local disastrous events, including local flooding, fires and landslides. Looked 
at individually none of these events are enough to catch national interest and foreign aid 
but taken cumulatively losses and damages are significant.  
 
In the developing world the urban planning is inefficient, many countries experiencing 
unprecedented rapid urbanization under dictorate of poverty. The local institutions, such 
as municipal councils and wards, are not yet strong enough to manage the processes of 
rapid urbanization. In some countries one has more or less focused on preventing it by 
supporting the rural areas, instead of planning for the rapid urbanization that occurs. 
This has lead to an urbanization process with many unplanned settlements, of which 
some are on hazardous land causing disasters.  
 
Not many cities can, perhaps due to lack of planning, be regarded as sustainable. In 
developing countries it is beneficial to the urban poor population to live close to the city 
centre where the most livelihood-opportunities are located. This forces people to settle 
on available land, land that is free because it is not suitable for city expansion due to 
high risks. Or as UN-HABITAT Sustainable Cities Programme 1990-2000 manifest; ‘A 
sustainable city maintains a lasting security from environmental hazards that have the 
potential to threaten development achievements, allowing only for acceptable risk.’1 
 
But what is acceptable risk and can any risk be acceptable? The reasons why people live 
on hazardous land have got more to do with trade-offs than with acceptability. They 
take the bad with the good and that is what this study is about. 
 
As I discussed in my bachelor essay, Trans-disciplinary planning – a tool in the battle 

against urban floods,2 disasters are no longer seen as extreme events caused by the 
forces of nature but as caused by unresolved issues in social and economic development 
in society. It is now widely accepted that risks (physical, social and economical), poorly 
or not at all managed, contribute to the development of disasters.3  
 

1.2 Objective and specific questions 
The main objective of this study is to understand and assess flood risk perception and its 
role in decision making and risk reducing actions taken in the relation to hazards and 

                                                 
1 UN-HABITAT and UNEP (2001). 
2 Fintling, C (2005).  
3 Yodmani, S (2001). 
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disasters at a household level among people living in Msimbazi Valley in Das es 
Salaam, Tanzania. 
 
Objective: 

• Assess perceived risk on both local and organisational level.  
• Determine variations of perceived risks: i.e. does it differ between men and 

women living on the floodplain, and between the local governments?  
• Identify the factors affecting the perception of risk: i.e. gender, up-grading, 

experience and knowledge, et cetera. 
 
Specific questions: 

• What flood risk do the dwellers perceive that they are exposed to at their current 
housing location and land-use? What are the main problems of living in their 
area? 

• What flood risks do the government and local communities perceive that the 
floodplain dwellers are exposed to? 

• Who is actually performing the risk reducing activities, within the coping 
strategies, and who makes the decisions?  

• Are the different stakeholders aware of that three of the floods since 1995 have 
been registered as disasters (in the EM-DAT disaster data base) or are they 
looked upon as any flood? 

• If yes – then what do they consider caused the disasters in 1995, 1998 and 2001? 
• What is the definition of hazardous land and of disaster according to researches, 

the government of Tanzania, local communities and dwellers? 
  

1.3 Delimitations 
The study will take place within the Msimbazi river valley in Illala district in the city of 
Dar es Salaam, Tanzania. The area is one of the most densely populated areas in the 
world and is reffered to as “death-traps” in the press because of the high risk of 
flooding.4 The research is made in two areas within the river valley; Hanna Nassif and 
Mzimuni. 
 
Those who are, directly or indirectly, influenced by and who have influence on the 
projects subject are stakeholders. Different actions and effects may be of interest to the 
government and to the people living in the areas prone to floods. It is therefore 
important to obtain information from all groups of stakeholders. I have been able to 
identify four major stakeholder groups:  

1. The floodplain dwellers (men and women living and/or working on the 
floodplain), 

2. The local government (city council, wards and mtaa leaders), 
3. The hazard managers (Disaster Management Department, Department of 

Meteorology, urban planners, NGO’s, disaster co-ordinators), and the 
4. The Development Industry (landholders and developers). 

My focus will be on the first two ones; the floodplain dwellers and the local 
government.  
                                                 
4 Editor (2005-03-22).  
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1.4 Method and material 
The study is based on both primary and secondary data, collected through a literature 
review and field work. The field study took place in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania during ten 
weeks in January to March 2006. During that period observations, interviews and 
written sources was used to collect information and data. The objective of this study is 
to understand and asses flood risk perception and its role in decision making and risk-
reducing actions which justifies that the methods used have been mainly qualitative. It 
is difficult to get an idea of how people perceive risks with quantitative methods.5 
 
Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, was chosen as the study area because it is one of the fastest 
grooving cities in east Africa and because Stockholm University has well established 
connections with University College of Lands and Architectural Studies (UCLAS) in 
Dar es Salaam, Tanzania. Without the existing contacts between the universities it 
would have been difficult to get the help I got during my time in field. The more 
detailed research area was chosen with help from Riziki Shemdoe, a doctoral student at 
UCLAS who conducted yet unpublished research on coping strategies.6 In some ways 
my ambition was to go deeper on the subject of coping strategies and add the dimension 
of gender. However, I found it hard to ask about differences between men and women.  
 
The study’s theoretical framework is based on the concept of risk perception and 
urbanisation and its mechanisms. The urbanisation theory and its impact on the 
perception of risk within the urban area is how I try to explain the geographical aspects 
of the research’s objective. The aim of the field study is to reveal variations in the 
perception of risk within urban areas that are considered hazardous. The fact that fast 
urbanisation put cities under pressure to supply adequate housing is valid for all cities 
around the world. The situation in the poorer countries differs from the one in richer 
countries but some parallels can be drawn. Thus this study focuses on the conditions in 
poorer countries, such as Tanzania.  
 

1.4.1 Written material  
The literature covers areas such as hazards, urbanisation, vulnerability, risks and how 
they are managed. The material is mainly taken from recognised international 
periodicals and the objective is to give a broad perspective on the different phenomena 
mentioned above.  
 
When writing my thesis at the advanced course in Human Geography Ben Wisner’s and 
his colleagues work At Risk, influenced me and gave me the necessary background 
about vulnerability and hazards that I based my further research on. Other important 
sources have been Enarson’s and Morrow’s The gendered terrain of disaster: Through 

Women’s Eyes from 1998. These researches are among few that I found who have done 
extensive research about risk perception among the urban poor. The written material, 
both the unpublished and the published, were collected in Dar es Salaam and in 
Stockholm.  

                                                 
5 Scheyvens, R and Storey, D (edt.) (2003). S. 57 ff. 
6
 Shemdoe, R (unpublished). 
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1.4.2 Interviews and observations 
There are basically two ways to find out what people’s perceptions of risk are like; by 
observing their behaviour (revealed preferences) and by asking them (expressed 
preferences). But the fact that I have questions does not mean the respondents have the 
answers and therefore it is important to gather information in other ways, such as by 
making observations.7 While doing research before the interviews as well as during 
them I made observations both accompanied by ward officials and on my own.  
 
To be able to conduct the interviews I needed a letter of introduction from Dr. Robert B. 
Kiunsi the Ag Director of Postgraduate Studies, Research and Publications at UCLAS. 
Then when approaching the ward leaders asking for permission to conduct the 
interviews in their ward, the letter gave me a context that showed that I did not have any 
intensions that could threaten the ward’s interests. I was lucky to meet a doctoral 
student who had conducted interviews in the area and who helped me to choose wards 
and offered to introduce me to the leaders. That was very helpful because he was very 
well known and popular in the two areas. 
 
When conducting the interviews I used a translator and that may have had some impact 
on the results. The interviews were made in Swahili and translated into English and than 
back for follow-up questions. Some questions had to be reformulated because they were 
misinterpreted. For example: “If, you built your own house. Did you build it ‘flood-
proofed’?” The answer was no, but at the same time I could see that they had built a 
high threshold, and pointed that out. “Oh, you mean that. But the house can still be 
flooded. It is not secured from water.” When I reformulated the question we understood 
each other better. 
 
While walking around in the research areas I was escorted by representatives from the 
ward or sometimes even by the ward leader. They had a strong influence on whom I 
interviewed and their presence affected the respondents. However, I did not feel that I 
could stop them from attending without insulting them.  
 
A mix of semi-structured interviews and a questionnaire was used (See Appendix A for 
questionnaire). Depending on if the answers were getting repetitive or not the plan was 
to conduct about 40 interviews. To find respondents I was advised to walk from house 
to house during daytime along the river valley. Sometimes it was hard to find 
respondents in the areas and in the end 37 formal interviews were made. Most 
respondents were happy to answer my questions but some commented that many people 
ask questions but no one ever does anything. See chapter 4.1 for more information 
about the interviews and the respondents. 
 
Interviewing requires understanding of local codes of conduct and of the power 
relations between respondents and researchers. I tried to be aware of the problems 
involving what is researched and who one gets the opportunity to speak to, for instance 
getting poor women to utter their opinion, and to work with these issues during the 
research work to get a balanced picture of the conditions. For example I had to be 
persistent to be able to talk to others than older male settlers. The consequence of 

                                                 
7 Scheyvens, R and Storey, D (edt.) (2003). S. 57 ff. 
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conducting the interviews during daytime is that most of the males of working-age were 
not around. 
 
In addition to that I visited several departments within the Dar es Salaam City Council, 
UN-HABITAT, and different departments within the UCLAS. I conducted an interview 
with Mr Maira at the planning department at the City Council. All interviews and 
informal discussions at the university and at the government were held in English. 
 

1.4.3 Critique of methods and material  
When conducting research in an unfamiliar environment it demands an extensive 
awareness of how the new environment may affect the study. When the research area is 
within the developing world one has to take some ethical and cultural differences into 
consideration. For example the fact that women are treated differently than what one is 
used to. There is a very clear difference between walking around in the streets on your 
own as a woman and when you walk together with a man. When with a man, no one is 
approaching or even talking directly to you. But when on your own you always end up 
talking to a lot of people. This should be taken into consideration when evaluating the 
collected information. 
 
My translator was a student at the bachelor level and her knowledge of English was not 
that good. Sometimes when she said she understood I found out by asking a follow-up 
question that she did not understand. We also had some cultural differences as she 
always said she would keep a deadline but never did, as one would expect in Sweden. I 
found that the same cultural difference occurs among government officials. 
 
Many different people at the UCLAS helped me out and complemented each other but I 
had no one who had the time to have an overall picture of my study. But I could not 
have managed without any of them and I am deeply thankful for all the help I received. 
Nevertheless, it would have facilitated and made the study significantly better if I would 
have had a supervisor in field with whom I could have discussed different problems and 
gotten some overall guidance from. The people who were in charge, from who I 
received help with formal papers et cetera, did not have time to look into the everyday 
difficulties. Most practical and resolute help I received from a doctoral student who was 
very generous with his time and experience but who did not have the right connections.   
 
During my stay in Dar es Salaam there was serious drought and therefore there were not 
enough water in the hydroelectric power ponds with ration of electricity consumption as 
a consequence. This meant that there was no power on in the city between basically six 
in the morning and six in the evening and it was impossible to access information 
digitally and to organise collected data and material.  
 
I had difficulties to access maps and aerial photos. The latest map available is based on 
photos from 1992 and did not include all the new urban settlements. Therefore I had 
difficulties in identifying the study area. 
 
When conducting interviews there is always a risk that the answers are influenced by 
the people involved. Some people may have uttered the answers that they thought I 
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wanted to get. Still, in my opinion, the result is useful and I think that the validity of the 
study is quite high. The reliability of the study is also considered quite high. 
 

1.5 Structure 
The thesis begins with an introduction to the subject of research and the theoretical 
framework mainly about risk perception and housing. Furthermore the empirical study 
will be introduced including a presentation of the research area containing both legal 
framework and physical conditions. The results from the interviews will be presented in 
the following chapter. 
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2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
 
In this chapter I will present the theoretical framework that I have been working with 
about urban and risk perception and the housing shortage, which has a major impact on 
exposure of risk. This helps to explain why urban areas which were once regarded as 
places spared from natural hazards are now becoming places of risk. 
 
Cities constitute only one per cent of the surface of the earth but holds more than half of 
its population and the majority of its physical assets such as infrastructure and 
buildings. But the key problem is not solely the rapid urbanisation but a ‘combination of 
the fast expansion of informal settlements, overcrowding or declining tenement 
districts, failure of city authorities to ensure sufficient water supply, sanitation, waste 
collection, health care et cetera, and the failure of city authorities to adapt their 
institutional frameworks in order to deal with rapidly changing city form and content.’8 
 
The society is more at risk due to increasing vulnerability.9 Vulnerability and risk 
assessments have developed into an important area of research that connects science, 
health- and social science. By assessments researchers try to predict and minimize the 
risks by identifying places, groups of people and ecosystems that are particularly 
vulnerable. After an incident there are some groups that need special attention, the 
groups that are accepted to be vulnerable. It is the aged, not because they are old but 
because their mobility and physical capacity may be restricted, the poor who have 
limited resources to protect themselves from losses by for example insurance and the 
physically isolated to mention a few.  
 

2.1 Urban Perception 
How a city is perceived may influence the perception of risk and thus I will give a brief 
introduction to the different types of urban perception. There are three characteristics 
types of urban perception which may influence the perception of risk. The types are 
operational, responsive and inferential.10 
 
Operational perception means that as a person uses the city, doing different things, the 
person selects particular aspects of the surrondings for the purpose of carrying out the 
activities.11 Responsive perception may be more passiv than active. How we perceive 
the “imaginable” elements of the city, but not always the visual, it can be smells, 
distinctive sounds, or tactile experiences. The ‘imageability’ depends on the intensity of 
certain characteristics and their frequency or uniqueness in a specific context.12 The 

                                                 
8 Pelling, M (2003). P. 22. 
9 Risks can be defined as “expected losses (of lives, persons injured, property damaged and economic 
activity disrupted) due to a particular hazard for a given area and reference period”. Based on 
mathematical calculations, risk is the product of hazard and vulnerability.”9 Vulnerability can be 
characterized by how an individual or group of individuals can prevent, cope, resist and recover from 
extreme events in nature.9  
10 Appleyard, D (1973). 
11 ibid.  
12 Appleyard, D (1973).  
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third way; Inferential perception is problematic in nature. As we grow up we develope a 
generalisable system of environmental categories – “our personal urban model” – 
concepts and relationships which form our coding system for the city. When we meet a 
new city, we match each new experience against our general expectations: events are 
“placed” in our model. The inferential perception can be seen as a more cognitive 
decision process. The greater our experience of the city is the quicker and more accurate 
our acquisition of knowledge will be. When building a model of likelihood of events it 
is a form of probability learning.13 
 
Urban knowledge is complex; it is a combination of varied percieved items, qualities 
and events. How new features in an environment is understood is difficult to grasp, 
unless the motivations of urbanists to understand the situation is acknowledged. Much 
of our environmental perception and knowledge is little more than a rumour, and should 
not be trusted blindly. 
 

2.2 Risk perception and trade-offs 
Risks can not be considered without taking in the benefits, the trade-offs, and 
perspectives of the people exposed. What risk that can be acceptable is a relative 
concept that involves considerations from different factors such as; the probability and 
severity of the risk, the knowledge of the risk, whether the risk is voluntarily accepted 
or imposed et cetera.14  
 
Lay people’s perception is affected by their inexperience in reading probabilities which 
often make them overestimate a less probable but dramatic hazard, and in the same way 
underestimate the probability of a common but less memorable hazard. Whether or not 
there is a difference between lay and expert risk perception is under debate, some 
studies show that there is and others do not.15 The term risk perception is questioned as 
it implies that lay views differ from the experts and therefore from what is ‘true’.16 True 
risk, or the expert view of a risk, is also a question of risk perception and human 
judgement.17 Risk perception is affected by how a problem or a hazard is presented. 
People who have survived previous disasters tend to underestimate future risks. The 
government is often more concerned than lay people are.18 
 
People seem more willing to accept risks that are highly beneficial and that they are 
voluntarily exposed to. Other characteristics that influence the relation between 
perceived risk, benefits and acceptance are familiarity, control, catastrophic potential, 
equity, and level of knowledge.19 Knowledge can be gained through experience from for 
example floods, or through indirect sources. Natural hazard researchers are generally 
more concerned with the knowledge gained by experience and with harms actually 
suffered as opposed to possible hazards. Researchers and lay people frame the facts in 

                                                 
13 Appleyard, D (1973).  
14 Fischhoff, B. (1994). 
15 For example Sjöberg, L. (2001) and Rowe, G. (2001). 
16 Johnson, B.B. (1993). 
17 Sjöberg, L. (2001).  
18 Johnson, B.B. (1993). 
19 Slovic, P. (1987). 
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different ways, lay people tend to see hazards that appear in the everyday life as ‘aspects 
of life’ rather than as ‘risks’. Other ways to gain knowledge is through media and social 
networks.20  
 
The disaster preparedness of a community shows not only their knowledge and 
perception of risk but also about their adaptability and willingness to change.21 In some 
areas flooding occurs on such a regular basis that dwellers rather adapt than reduce the 
risks22 as they are seen as ‘aspects of life’ rather than unacceptable risks.23  
 
Risk perceptions are about the same among most groups; white women and non-white 
men have about the same perception of risk according to Enarson and Morrow. White 
men on the other hand has a completely different perception of risks, they perceive them 
as significantly smaller that other groups. One reason to this can be that they are the 
dominant group that to a greater extent create, handle and control the world, the society 
and the risks within it.24 But according to Pantelic, poorer people are in spatial terms 
more risk taking but the opposite in economic terms. The quality of housing reflects the 
local perception of flood risk, the closer to the river the more common are the wooden 
shacks as they are likely to be lost there is no point in investing in more durable 
material. This is an understandable behaviour when taken into consideration the 
uncertainty of land and tenure in many slums. Instead of investing in housing that can 
resist hazards, dwellers tend to invest in portable goods like TVs and refrigerators.25 
 
Poor people are more exposed to risks because of their limited possibilities to choose a 
safe house and insurance et cetera. According to a UN report from 1993 1,3 billion 
people were considered poor; out of these 70 per cent were women. The large part of 
women among the very poor has started a discussion about a feminisation of poverty 
and thus of the exposure of risks.26  
 
Risk perception depends on many different factors and seems hard to capture. Whether 
or not there is a difference between lay people’s and experts’ perception of risks is 
under debate and thus what role knowledge plays in risk perception. If there is a lack of 
a common language and definitions it is difficult to compare the results and to grasp the 
core information.  
 
It seems important to make the analysis of risks, vulnerability and natural disasters in an 
adequate context and to analyse present and future demography, resent hazards, the 
economic situation, political structures and issues, geophysical localisation, 
environmental conditions, access and distribution of information and indigenous 
knowledge, et cetera. Furthermore it is of great importance to identify what values, both 
social and physical, are vulnerable and necessary and to increase the capacity to manage 
and reduce vulnerability.27  
                                                 
20 Johnson, B.B (1993). 
21 Pantelic, J et al (2005). 
22 Bull-Kamanga L. et al (2003). 
23 Johnson, B.B. (1993). 
24 Enarson, E. and Morrow, B.H. (edt.) (1998). S. 14 f. 
25 Pantelic, J et al (2005). 
26 Enarson, E. and Morrow, B.H. (edt.) (1998). S. 13. 
27 Wisner, B et al. (2004). S. 337 ff. 
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2.3 Urbanisation and housing 
Growing cities are not necessarily a problem since there is a relation between a high 
degree of urbanisation and a flourishing economy; however this is not the case in the 
third world. The problem arises from the rapid development that many large poor urban 
areas are experiencing today. Urban planning is not keeping up with the development 
and a deficit of infrastructure and service is emerging. Due to this the vulnerability is 
increasing, especially among the very poor living in squatter settlements.28  
 
For the low-income group affordable hosing can only be found far away from the city 
centre and the economic hub with all their livelihood opportunities. The urban poor 
depend on central housing due to the key asset being the concentration of people 
whereas in the rural areas access to natural resources is crucial. Land prices are often 
very high on central locations and therefore many poor are forced to live on places “left 
over” due to them being hazardous.29 The location of the housing is decisive; too far 
from the centre makes too much time and money are spent on transportation which 
complicates employment, livelihood and access to public services. The low-income 
group are often marginalised and hindered in their livelihood strategies by to strict 
regulations and control from the planning authorities.30 
 
In the urban areas the access to the concentration of people is the key asset instead of 
the access to the natural resources which is essential in the rural areas. It is important 
that the asset base of the urban poor need to be recognised and strengthened. They have 
not much more than their labour to sell and therefore their health is vital for their 
provisioning. The livelihood opportunities are often spread mouth by mouth through the 
social network. Most factors that make poor people vulnerable are of economic 
character but one is also spatial. Walking is the key means of transport for the poor in 
urban areas. It makes especially women more insecure and exposed to crime and 
violence. Therefore areas with mixed usages and a compact urban form make life easier 
for the poor. Urban planning can facilitate the economic growth of the informal sector. 
The informal sector is probably a greater contributor to the urban economy than what is 
recognized.31   
 
Although disasters severely affect the lives and livelihoods of many people when they 
strike, when compared to constant malnutrition and inferior health, extreme events in 
nature such as floods are a relatively small problem. The urban environment still offers 
a safer place than the rural areas in times of war and exposure to warlords.32 The 
consequences of flooding are not only decided by the size and onset of the flood, it is 
also decided by the vulnerability of the society.  
 
The dwellers are often marginalised and hindered in their livelihood strategies by too 
strict regulations and control from the planning authorities. It is a great challenge to 
provide good housing according to the rules and legislation – in which the poor 
population can afford to live in. Housing politics can be said to be sustainable when 
                                                 
28 Rakodi, C (2002). 
29 Ibid. 
30 Rakodi, C (2002). 
31 Ibid. 
32 Wisner, B et al. (2004). S. 70 ff.  
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they can not only recover from crisis and chocks, but also are socially, economically 
and environmentally sustainable.33 Read more abut urbanisation and housing in Dar es 
Salaam in chapter 3. 
 

2.4 Summarizing thoughts 
The literature summarized above is about urban and risk perception, and about 
urbanisation and housing, this gave me the basic knowledge necessary to carry on with 
the research in field.  
 
From the literature I learnt that women are more concerned with risks than men. This 
fact made me curious. I decided to ask about that, when in field, and about other 
differences between men and women when it comes to perception and coping strategies. 
At first I didn’t find any studies about coping strategies and my objective before leaving 
Sweden was to find out more about that. Once at the university in Dar es Salaam I meet 
a doctoral student who was carrying out that exact same study but at a higher level. He 
had left out the whole gender discussion and therefore I decided to pick that up. 
 
Other questions that attracted my attention were about up-grading; does that affect the 
perception of risk? In that was the case - how? And does up-grading promote the civic 
society? These questions and others I took with me to Dar es Salaam. See more in 
Appendix A and in chapter 4. 
 
  
 
 

                                                 
33 Rakodi, C (2002). 
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3. DEVELOPING DAR ES SALAAM 
 
In this chapter I will give a presentation of the research area and thus give a more 
detailed background to the situation in the unplanned settlements where the people I 
have been interviewing live. This will give the reader a further understanding of the 
risks that dwellers are exposed to, being not only flooding water but many secondary 
risks such as diseases. 
 

3.1 Urbanisation in Dar es Salaam 
Many cities are located on coasts and therefore exposed to meteorological and 
hydrological hazards. In the developing world this is, for many cities, a colonial legacy. 
Dar es Salaam was, both during the Germans and the British government, 
administrative and commercial centre and an important transport hub during the second 
half of the 19th and 20th centuries. The city still serves as the the capital, but in 1973 the 
formal capital was being relocated to Dodoma, in the middle of the country, for political 
allotment reasons.  
 
After the Second World War the urbanisation took off and today the urbanisation 
process in Dar es Salaam increases the size of the population faster than the city can 
provide adequate housing. In 1965 the city had 365 000 inhabitants and in 2001 the total 
population of Dar es Salaam was 2,5 million34 people. It is one of the fastest growing 
cities in Sub Sahara Africa,35 and about 69 percent of the population growth was caused 
by rural-urban migration.36

 

 
The city is developing in a radial land pattern, following the main roads from the old 
planned residential areas. In between these developed areas, unplanned settlements are 
growing.37 When these areas are transformed their capacity to handle precipitation 
decreases and therefore increasing the risk of flooding disasters. The number of 
unplanned and planned but unserviced settlements in Dar es Salaam is difficult to 
estimate, figures from the year of 2002 has been put at 35 unserviced and unplanned and 
19 unserviced and planned to a total of 44 such settlements.38  I like to point out the 
difference between unplanned and hazardous areas because one may not realize that 
even people with proper jobs that are highly regarded in society, such as people 
employed at the university, are living in unplanned areas. The people living on 
hazardous land further down the river valley are significantly poorer. When walking 
around in these areas you notice the difference not only by looking at the houses but for 
example by observing how people are dressed. 
 
Today more than 50 per cent of the urban settlements are located in flood-prone 
valleys.39 In Dar es Salaam city residential development has extended to river valleys 
                                                 
34 2002 Population and Housing Census. (2005-08-04): www.tanzania.go.tz/census/dsm.htm 
35 Hoogland, M (2003).  
36 Sommers, M (2001). 
37 Hoogland, M (2003).  
38 World Bank (2002). 
39 United Republic of Tanzania (2002). Ch 4.2.5. 
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which were considered hazardous and not suitable for housing according to the 1968 
and the 1979 Dar es Salaam Master Plans. The government has made attempts to 
relocate valley dwellers especially after the 1998 El Niño that caused heavy floods and 
made about 4600 people homeless.40 Then the government prepared plots on safe land 
on different sites within the city and launched a resettlement programme for the 
floodplain settlers. Dwellers are unwilling to move to the designated plots because they 
are to far away from job opportunities et cetera. The number of plots made available are 
to small and people tend to sell the plots and move back to the hazard land.41 
 
It is a problem that people live on flood-prone land and when the government supply 
plots they are often too far away and too valuable so they are sold and the people move 
back to the flood-prone land. According to Enarson & Morrow people think that even if 
it is illegal it is quite safe because “everyone” lives there.42  
 
The SUDP43 states that the ‘guiding principle for sustainable urban development of 
hazardous lands is based on the co-ordination of different stakeholders’ inputs and 
responsibilities’. To reach co-ordination, the Development Plan suggests the following 
measures: 

• Increased awareness and sensitisation of stakeholders on the risks involved in 
improper management of hazardous lands through practical training. 

• Effective participation and involvement of individuals, private and popular 
sector interest groups in planning, implementation and evaluation of programme 
in specific spatial units over time; 

• Establishment of Working groups involving cross-sectoral, high-ranking 
professionals/institutions to address specific environment-development 
problems. 

The first bullet, about increased awareness and sensitisation, is connected to the 
perception of risk. To be able to increase the awareness of the stakeholders one should 
start by revealing the initial position.  
 

3.1.1 Legal framework 
The new Strategic Urban Development Plan (SUDP) has been developed by the 
Sustainable Dar es Salaam Project (SDP), to replace the old Master Plan. The old 
Master Plan is from the late 1970’s and it was regarded as out of date as early as in 
1989. The work with the SUDP has been going on for some years but until March 2006 
the document was not yet adopted as the legal replacement of the Master Plan. It has, 
however, in practice been guiding the development of the city for some time.44 The 
Master Plan was to be reviewed every five years, according to the Country Planning 
Ordinance from 1956, considering changed social and economic conditions.45  
 

                                                 
40 EM-DAT (2006-10-12): www.em-dat.net/disasters/Visualisation/emdat_display_list.php 
41 Kithakye, D. (2004). 
42 Enarson, E. and Morrow, B.H. (edt.) (1998). 
43 Sustainable Dar es Salaam Project (SDP) (2005).  
44 Mr Maira, interwiev at DCC City Hall.  
45 Kithakye, D. (2004). 
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The SUDP documents and the introduction of Environmental Planning and 
Management process in the SDP marked a paradigm shift in the urban planning in Dar 
es Salaam. It aims at “building collaborative bridges between the different stakeholders 
and outlines the strategic development issues, give proposals for environmentally 
sustainable development, including urban renewal projects, and the methodology of its 
preparation”.46 The SDP is a joint initiative of UN-HABITAT and UNDP47 to 
implement the Agenda 21. In 1991 Dar es Salaam became the first Sustainable Cities 
Programme (SCP) demonstration city where environmental planning and management 
were revived. 
 
Due to lack of adequate planning of housing development people settle in valleys, waste 
lands and swamps. In these areas the drainage is insufficient and the dwelling houses 
are sitting poor making the consequences of the floods even worse.48 The Ministry of 
Lands and Human Settlements are responsible for the urban planning and their policy49 
states clearly that the Government efforts will be directed to stop the growth of 
unplanned settlements by; 

• Timely planning of all potential areas for urban development in the periphery of 
towns so as to pre-empt haphazard development.  

• Designating special areas for low income housing with simplified building 
regulations. These areas will be provided with minimum level of services which 
the residents can afford.  

 
Squatter settlements are not built over night and the risks related to poor housing are 
clear, so where were the government when the areas started to develop? It is far more 
difficult and costly to move people and settlements than planning ahead and preventing 
people from moving to areas at risk to, for example, natural hazards. The people moving 
to these areas are already vulnerable due to their social status, being among the poorest 
in society, and the exposure to potential chocks such as floods will cause them more 
damage because they are not insured and do not have capital on a bank account. But 
according to the urban planner Mr Maira, at the Dar es Salaam City Council, the Land 
Act and the legal framework in Tanzania is apropriate, it is the application that fall 
short.50 
 
Colonisation of hazardous land is fast and it is not possible to keep urban risk maps or 
data on land use up to date. And without correct information management is difficult, 
even where financial resources are available and political incentives exist. 
 
In the SUDP the problem of managing hazard land is defined as ‘lack of detailed 
management plan for hazard lands’.51 And the main problems in relation to the flood 
hazards are grouped in the following categories: 

• Environmental degradation due to erosion on the upstream. 
• Environmental degradation and loss of life due to flooding and beach erosion. 

                                                 
46 Kazinja, V (2003). 
47 UNDP stand for the United Nations Development Programme. 
48 Kazinja, V (2003). 
49 The United Republic of Tanzania (2000). 
50 Mr Maira, interview at DCC City Hall. 
51 Sustainable Dar es Salaam Project (SDP) (2005). 
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• Hard-engineering measures, which refers to the erection of engineering 
structures e.g. sea walls; breakwaters et cetera. 

 
The Development Plan proposes different mechanical and biological conservation 
measures to address the environment-development interactions in flood prone areas. 
Among the suggested measures are assurance of land tenure to current land developers 
which is believed to contribute to the participation in conservation efforts in the affected 
area, canalizing, relocation and resettlement where necessary and upgrading where 
possible et cetera.52 
 

3.2 Physical conditions 
The Msimbazi river valley in Tanzania runs from Pugu Hills down to the Indian Ocean 
for about 35 kilometres. In the city of Dar es Salaam it runs throught the Illala district. 
The valley is very densely populated and characterised by unplanned and unserviced 
settlements. The majority of the dwellers are of the low-income class and make a living 
out of holding small urban agriculture, petty business and unskilled labour as their 
livelihood strategies. 
 
There are three major rivers within the river valley; Ubungo, Sinza and Luhanga. The 
soil types found vary from sand to clay. There are two types of drainage patterns in the 
valley; one of rain water stream and one is a sewer system for wastewater. During the 
rain period in April and May the water volume is high but in the dry season it maintains 
a low constant flow. 
 
During and after the rain season people experience many problems related to floods. 
Damages from floods include the mud brought with the water and damages from 
dampness, the spread of diseases and destruction of homes and property. As little as 15 
centimetres, which is not uncommon, of flowing water is enough to knock a person 
down.  
 

3.2.1 Wetland development 
By developing wetlands, like the Msimbasi river valley, into residential, commercial or 
institutional areas one affects the surrounding environment, both economically, 
environmentally and health-wise, as is shown in figure 1, next page. Floods affect 
people on regular basis and the indirect effects can be as severe as the disaster it self. 
Examples of effects that may follow disaster events are political violence, epidemics, 
accidents caused by poor infrastructure, famine and insufficient water supply.53  
 
Neither the economic consequences of disaster, nor the economic conditions that 
contribute to disaster risk are well researched and understood by urban economists. 
There is a complex relation between direct or systematic financial impacts of disaster.  
 

                                                 
52 Sustainable Dar es Salaam Project (SDP) (2005). 
53 Wisner, B (2004).  



 22 

Direct impacts are the ones that give consequences in the initial disaster event, such as 
physical damage to housing and infrastructure, loss of life and death. My research 
shows that the biggest problem concerned with flooding, experienced by the flood plain 
settlers, was loss of property and damaged houses. The people affected incur costs to 
repair their houses and property or to build or buy new ones. There is a potential gain to 
be made from preparing for disaster to reduce the direct effects. 
 
Systematic impacts can be divided into indirect and secondary losses. The indirect 
losses are loss of income, products that are not produced or services that are not being 
provided because of the disaster. Secondary losses are losses on the macro-level, often 
measured on the national level as gross domestic product (GDP). Systematic losses adds 
on to the ones who where already affected by directs impacts. 
 
 
Figure 1: Summary of effects of wetland development 

PROBLEM POSITIVE EFFECTS NEGATIVE EFFECTS 
Economically · Increase of national income 

through taxation 
· Create employment 
· Increase of housing 
· Provision of services near to 

the society 

· Increase cost of living due to 
losses and maintenance 

· Reduces the income of people 
due to for ex. moving 

· Hinder communication 

Environmental · Creation of aesthetic 
environment 

· Water stagnation 
· Hinder outdoor activities 
· Environmental pollution and 

degradation 
Health · Destroy the breeding areas for 

harmful insects/organisms 
· Water born diseases 

Work up on/Adopted from Kauwedi, M. (2001).  

 
 
Some costs are concerned with preparatory efforts such as moving during the rain 
season. Sometimes people who can not stay with relatives have to rent rooms in other 
areas. Then they have to pay around 10 00054 TZS per month and they may stay for 
about three months. Ten thousand is a lot of money considered that the average income 
is about 14 00055 TZS per month and in the affected areas a lot less. 
 
Direct physical losses are the most legible ones but do not necessarily have the largest 
impact to the urban system. The production of goods and services can be hindered and 
slowed as communication and infrastructure are interrupted. The environmental and 
health situation, following floods, gradually become worse as the settlements are getting 
denser. Waterborne diseases, such as cholera, are more easily spread and when water 
surrounds the houses outdoor activities are hindered, such as children playing, washing 
et cetera. And water ponds and swampy areas make perfect breeding conditions for 
mosquitoes that may carry malaria.  
 

                                                 
54 Shemdoe, R (unpublished). 
55 IFPRI Dar es Salaam City Profile (2006-10-12). 
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4. RISK PERCEPTION AMONG FLOODPLAIN DWELLERS  
 
In this chapter I will present the results of my research: what problems the dwellers 
perceive in their area and how they perceive the risk of flooding.  
 

4.1 Floodplain dwellers    
Below I will present the people interviewed, the reasons why they live in the flood-
prone area. 
 
The interviews took place in two areas in the Msimbazi river valley; Hanna Nassif and 
Mzimuni. 37 formal interviews were made, approximately the same number of 
households in both areas. About half of the respondents were women and half were 
men. Most of the respondents were married, 70 percent, and 24 percent are singles, 
while 6 percent widows. The ages of the respondents were on the average 39 years. The 
youngest I spoke to were 15 and the oldest 71 years old.  
 
28 households (80 percent) own their own house, and some of them let rooms. The rest 
are tenants and for them the rent is considerably lower than on land regarded as safe. 
For example is the rent for one room about 12 000 TZS56 on safe land on a good 
location and as little as 3 000 TZS within the research area. The respondents have been 
living in the area for on the average about 14 years, or between one and 33 years. The 
proportion of owners corresponds to the reasons for moving to the area. 
 
 
Figure 2: View of the valley  

 
Photo: Carolina Fintling 

 

                                                 
56 10 000 TZS is about 70 SEK. The average income is about 14 000 TZS (1997 IFPRI / CARE-Tanzania 
Urban Livelihood Survey, 1998) but the people living on high-risk areas like the research areas do not 
earn close to that according to Shemdoe, unpublished study. 
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The most common reasons for moving to the area is the availability of land and thus the 
possibility to build a house of one own. The reason for wanting a house of one’s own is 
to get away from harassments from landlords and from paying rent, and getting land to 
grow vegetables and crops. Some dwellers mention the location as a reason for moving 
to the area, it is close to livelihood opportunities or a good location for business. In the 
works cited57 the main reason for people living on hazardous land is the location close 
to livelihood opportunities. This fact does not show in this study but is a connection that 
is quite natural and therefore the respondents may not have mentioned it. To answer that 
one would have needed to ask about where they work. Some of the respondents mention 
the contingency to grow crops and vegetables, activities which are included in the 
concept of livelihood that is discussed in Rakodis work. 
 
Some of the respondents could not mention any good things about living in the area 
while other could not think of any bad things. It is a sensitive issue and one must 
understand that people like to think of the place they live as ‘optional’ and therefore 
might defend their choice by not mentioning the bad things. Moreover, about 50 percent 
of the respondents expressed that they would like to move from the area, if it was 
possible, and if they start earning more money. 
 

4.2 Definitions – disasters and hazards 
Are researchers, planners, and dwellers talking the same language or are they talking 
around each other when communicating? By comparing the different definitions used 
by the stakeholders I will try to reveal if the linguistic usage may restrain the 
communication, and thus the mitigation work. 
 
According to the EM-DAT disaster data base there has been three disastrous floods in 
Dar es Salaam, Mzimbasi River Valley; in 1995, 1998 and in 2001.58 By asking the 
dwellers if they can tell me if any year has been worse than the others I can tell if the 
definition used by the database is unanimous to the perception of the dwellers.  
 
When asked almost everyone remembered the floods in 1998 as one of the worst ones. 
Even people who moved to the area later than 1998 said that they heard about the floods 
in that particular year. Other years that came up as worse than other’s were: 2000, 2001, 
2003 and 2004. Maybe 1995 is too long ago and that is why no one mentioned that year 
because, with this exception, the perception of what is a serious disaster seems to be the 
same as the definition used by researches. 
 
In the EM-DAT, an Emergency Events Database maintained by the WHO 
Collaborating Centre for Research on the Epidemiology of Disasters (CRED), glossary 
a hazard is defined as a ‘threatening event, or probability of occurrence of a potentially 
damaging phenomenon within a given time period and area’.59 In The Vulnerability of 

                                                 
57 For example Rakodi, C (eds.) (2002). 
58 In 1990 to 1995 the El Niño was exceptionally long and in 1997 to 1998 it was exceptionally intense 
and therefor caused more damage than usually.  
59 EM-DAT Glossary: www.em-dat.net/glossary.htm#H 
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Cities the author adds that it can be everyday (scarcity of clean drinking water) as well 
as episodic (volcanic eruption) events.60 
 
The Tanzanian Government defines hazardous land, in the Strategic Urban 
Development Plan (SUDP), as: ‘areas, which, due to natural factors and/or environment 
– development interactions are unsafe for human habitation and their socio-economic 
activities in the light of the existing level of technology. Such lands include mainly 
steep slopes, flood plains (valleys), and the coastal belt (characterised by swamps, 
marshes and salt flats)’.61  
 
According to the people living on the flood plain hazardous land is, for example, an area 
which has no peace and no security, an area which is not good for living because it is 
harmful to human life or an area with problems like floods, diseases and dirt. 
 
A disaster is a ‘situation or event, which overwhelms local capacity, necessitating a 
request to national or international level for external assistance; an unforeseen and often 
sudden event that causes great damage, destruction and human suffering’.62 According 
to the people affected disasters are dangerous events that can cause death or loss of 
property, for example floods. Disasters are the bad things that people are facing, when 
the problems mentioned as hazardous appear. 
 
The different definitions reveal that the terms basically refer to the same kind of 
phenomenon. What is not always taken into account is the cumulative impact of 
repeated smaller events that is not classified as disastrous one and one. Together the 
effect, when recurring, is as serious as a single disaster. 
 

4.3 Issues in flood prone areas 
In this chapter I will present the dwellers view of the most significant problems in their 
neighborhood and of their experiences of flooding and disasters. 
 
On the question what is the most significant problems/hazards in your neighbourhood 
everyone could answer, in contrary to the question above regarding the good and the 
bad in the neighbourhood. Most people mentioned floods and diseases as shown in 
figure 2. Many of the diseases mentioned are waterborne and thus thrive during and 
after flooding. This, together with the fact that 50 percent would like to move from the 
area, reinforces the respondents’ appraisal and statements that flooding is perceived as a 
serious threat in the area.  
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

                                                 
60 Pelling, M. (2003). P. 20. 
61 Sustainable Dar es Salaam Project (SDP) (2005). 
62 EM-DAT Glossary: www.em-dat.net/glossary.htm#D 
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Figure 3: The most significant problems/hazards in the research area. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* Alcoholism, ditches, communication, education, poverty, mosquitoes, and same as elsewhere.  

 
Source: Interviews in Dar es Salaam 

 

 

Most people, about 70 percent or 24 of the respondents, experience floods once a year, 
as shown in figure 3. The floods usually occur during the long rain season in March and 
April. The flooding has many serious consequences, for example it means that every 
year plants are destroyed, animals are killed, houses are damaged and property is lost. 
Sometimes people are killed. Even if the floods are small, the flooding of homes 
represents an interruption of day to day life and livelihood. This means that the yearly 
floods have serious economical impact on the affected families.  
 
 
Figure 4: Frequency/Number of experienced floods among the 37 respondents. 
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When instead asking about the main problems in relation to flooding the answer is that 
they are, according to the people interviewed, lost property (including plants, animals et 
cetera), damaged houses, mud and dampness and diseases that are spread afterwards.  
 
The houses in the area are built of blocks of concrete and some are plastered. Only a 
few houses downhill are built of mud and wooden sticks. Mud and wooden sticks are 
the main building materials on the countryside in Tanzania, the houses are built out of 
what the nature provide. This illustrates that the people living in one of the worst areas 
in the city still are better of than most people on the countryside. The house shown in 
figure 5 is a typical example of a house in the area. The river is to the left and one can 
see how it has taken a big part of the house. People are still living in it. 
 
 
Figure 5: Typical house in the area. 

 
Photo: Carolina Fintling 

 
 
Most dwellers on flood-prone land are not originally from Dar es Salaam, but neither 
are they recent migrants. Before settling down they have often moved a few times. The 
first stop of the housing career is often to stay with a relative. This gives the migrant a 
relation to the area and together with employment opportunities this is the main reason 
why people stay on flood-prone land. Home-owners tend to stay whereas tenants have a 
stronger wish to move away from flood-prone land. The time of arrival to both the 
current site of settlement and the time of arrival to the city of Dar es Salaam have 
impact on the wish to move.63 The longer someone lived in a place the more likely they 
are to stay in the same place.  
 
One important factor when it comes to vulnerability is population density, when it 
increases so does the vulnerability. As an example I show two images from the area 
around Hanna Nassif School in the ward of Hanna Nassif, one of four ‘streets’ in two 

                                                 
63 Skaare, O (2000).   
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different study areas. Between the two images below it is ten years, and one can see a 
clear difference in density of settlements. Since 1992 the area is more densely built and 
the houses have moved further down the river valley. This contributes to the increased 
vulnerability in the area as the risk of floods affecting the settlements increase as they 
go further down the river bank. Compared to the occurrence of disasters, as described in 
chapter 3.1, this confirms the relation between vulnerability and population density. 
 
 
Figure 6-7: Situations map, based on aerial photo, from 1992 and aerial photo from 2002 of Hanna 
Nassif School  

 
 

 
Source: Surveys and mapping division, Dar es Salaam  

 
 

The whole area, showed in figure 6 and 7 above, is considered hazardous but the line 
shows a physical border, a steep slope that divides the area in hazardous and very 
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hazardous. The houses are climbing up the hill and the further down people are living 
the more affected they are, as they are closer to the river. Even the houses above the line 
are affected during the rain season but not as severely, because they are on higher 
ground and they have been part of a big up-grading project and have ditches, better 
roads et cetera. My research took place among the households the furthest downhill.  
 

4.4 Risk perception and coping strategies 
The poor population in the cities can not be treated or looked upon as a unit. Depending 
on age, gender and experiences people have different needs and concerns. A safe 
livelihood is one of the basic needs of all mankind. According to my interviews 83 
percent of the respondents feel that flooding is a serious danger and puts the family at 
risk. Both men and women feel the same way and it is hard to find any other factors that 
differ between the people who feels that flooding is a serious risk and the one’s who do 
not. When poverty increases in the rural areas poverty is increasing in the urban areas 
too. This is due to the rural-urban linkages, people move to the cities when times are 
harder and there they compete with the people already living there for the existing 
livelihood opportunities.64 Still people find it is worth taking the risk of living on 
hazardous land.  
 
Most people seem to think that their neighbours are equally concerned and indeed they 
are. When asked about this, a majority of the respondents think that women, and a few 
even children, are more concerned about risks than men. That is the same view that I 
had from the literature presented in chapter 2. However, this study can not support that, 
my results from the interviews show that, men and women are equally worried about the 
risks of flooding in the two research areas. Maybe I did not interview enough people to 
fully draw the conclusion that there is no difference between men and women when it 
comes to the perception of risk but my research do indicate that the differences are not 
that big. 
 
Factors that may affect the perception of risk are, for example gender, age, religion, up-
grading, experience and knowledge, “survivors” et cetera. The extent of previous floods 
and their effects and the damages caused are the major things that shaped the way 
people feel about the risk of floods. The way people perceive the risks of flooding will 
affect the way they are handling the risks and what coping strategy they practice.  
 
Coping strategies can be defined as ‘the specific efforts, both behavioural and 
psychological, that people employ to master, tolerate, reduce, or minimize stressful 
events’. 65  One can distinguish between two general coping strategies: problem-solving 

ones that are efforts to do something active to avoid stressful situations and emotion-

focused coping strategies which involve efforts to minimize the emotional consequences 
of stressful situations.66 I have chosen to focus on problem-solving coping strategies. 
 

                                                 
64 Rakodi, C (2002). 
65 Taylor, S with The Psychosocial Working Group (last revised July, 1998). 
66 Ibid. 
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When confronted with a direct question I found that most people say they do have a 
strategy to cope with the flooding. Examples of coping strategies are raising the level of 
foundation, door (threshold), fencing the plots/houses with retention walls and landfills, 
widen and clearing the channels, building ditches et cetera. Besides that many families 
move during the rain period, either back to where they originate or they rent a room on 
dry land. Some leave only the head of household in the house to protect their property 
and belongings.  
 
The pictures down below, figure 8-9, show examples of coping strategies on the 
household level. Almost every house, which was built before the big flooding disaster in 
1998, has either a wall around or an additional higher threshold to prevent water from 
entering the house during rain season. Houses that are built later often have a much 
higher foundation than houses built on safe land.  
 
 
Figure 8-9: Examples of flood mitigating building standards (high threshold and foundation) 

  
Photo: Carolina Fintling 

 
 
According to my study most people think that it is the community or community leaders 
or even the government who make the decisions on what actions should be taken to 
mitigate the yearly floods. This is the question where the interviews differ the most 
between the two areas where the interviews were conducted. In Mzimuni people are 
talking about the community and the family as the ones taking the decisions and 
performing the activities decided, whereas in Hanna Nassif it is the Government, the 
men or women who are understood to make the decisions and no one or oneself is 
performing the activities. Coping strategies on the community level can be for example, 
common ditches as shown in figure 10 and 11. Another example of community 
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collaboration that I found in both areas, is that upstream dwellers will let the people 
downstream know when the flood is on its way, a kind of warning system. 
 
Figure 10-11: Examples of flood mitigating actions on community level (two types of ditches) 

  
Photo: Carolina Fintling 
 
 
The biggest difference between the two areas is that Hanna Nassif has been part of a 
world famous up-grading project and is well visited by researchers. The reason why 
Hanna Nassif was chosen to be an experimental area for different up-grading projects 
during the 1990s was that there were a strong community feeling and many attempts 
were made by the community itself to prevent and mitigate the effects of flooding. But 
according to my interviews today it is rather the opposite, the problems are someone 
else’s. The factors that the perception of risk is based on will play a part in decision-
making and affect the actions taken to reduce the risks. Maybe the attention that the up-
grading project are concerned with had the opposite effect than intended, instead of 
supporting and building of social capital and community feeling the efforts from 
outsiders destroyed it. 
 
In, Mzimuni on the other hand, most people felt it was their own responsibility. The 
people has started a community based organisation, named MBAKO, to prevent 
damages from floods and to co-operate to reduce the losses. This is the only area within 
the river valley where CBO’s has started to organise the community in the battle against 
flooding.67  
 

                                                 
67 Shemdoe, R (unpublished). 
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5. SUMMARIZING CONCLUSIONS 
 
Urban areas, once regarded as safe places spared from natural hazards, are now looked 
upon as places of risk. The people living on the flood plain are very well aware of the 
risks and have developed strategies to cope with them. To give some perspective on 
how the smaller floods are regarded by the people affected I will compare it to the so 
called ‘snowfall hazard’. When a snowstorm comes along it will cause disruption of 
activities. If the snowstorm occurs in an area that is dealing with winter snow on a 
regular basis, it is a built-in feature of annual activities and will not cause as much 
damage. And then most people who, for example, use cars as a means of transport will 
own snow tires or chains. If snowfall is a rare event, especially if the average recurrence 
is more than 5 to 10 years, the probability of people being prepared having the right 
knowledge to mitigate the damages is smaller. Correspondingly, people living in river 
valleys and other hazardous areas have developed the same kind of protection. This 
does not mean that the impact of flooding is not disastrous in the long run; although the 
immediate, direct effect is limited, when accumulated the consequences are still 
significant. 
 
As I gather from my discussions with government officials and from written sources the 
government and the local communities are well aware of the risk of floods in the area. 
The government have classified the area as non suitable for living and have made some 
effort to relocate the flood plain dwellers. The main problems of living in the Msimbazi 
Valley are, as this study shows, floods, diseases, other (such as alcoholism, ditches, 
communication, education, poverty, mosquitoes, and same as elsewhere), polluted water 
and waste/dumping. Floods are the main issue and are considered as a serious threat to 
the family.  
 
There is a big difference between the ideas of those making the decisions and those 
performing the activities when it comes to coping strategies in the two areas where the 
interviews were conducted. In the area that has been an object of up-grading projects the 
people feel that someone else is responsible for taking actions against the floods. The 
reason why Hanna Hassif was chosen for the up-grading project was that there was a 
high degree of community feeling and many initiatives were taken among the settlers. Is 
it possible that the up-grading project, by involving many people from outside of the 
community, smothered all attempts from the inhabitants themselves? However, in my 
mind, a high degree of community feeling is showed by assuming responsibility for 
one’s neighbourhood. Not by handing over the full responsibility to an anonymous 
other. 
 
The definitions of hazardous land and of disaster seem to agree between settlers, 
government and researchers. According to the EM-DAT disaster data base there have 
been floods classified as disasters in 1995, 1998 and 2001. Most of the respondents 
remembered the floods in 1998 as the worst one, some recognized the one in 2001 as 
well. Maybe the disaster in 1995 occurred too long ago to still be remembered. 
 
It seems important to make the analysis of risks and hazards in an adequate context of 
demography, the economic situation, political structures and issues, geophysical 
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localisation, environmental conditions, access and distribution of information, et cetera. 
In areas with financial resources and political will hazard land is being built ‘safe’ with 
structural measures such as construction of dams and drainage. These kinds of measures 
indicate a strong belief in modern technique as the solution to come to terms with 
‘disturbances in nature’. In Dar es Salaam the city has developed a scheme for the 
Msimbazi Valley to make it productive and economically profitable. The scheme 
includes a recreational area, international stadium, shopping malls et cetera. By using 
engineering technology the river will be canalized, stone pitched and widened. But 
within the plan there is no solution to where the dwellers will live if the plans get 
realised. By putting the scheme into effect the problem of people living in hazardous 
land will not disappear – it will just move somewhere else. There will still be a housing 
shortage. The scheme, and thus the government, shares the view of the flooding as a 
‘disturbances in nature’ with many of the settlers. Many of the respondents were talking 
about building away the risks.  
 
This kind of so called structural flood protection in built up areas could be; clearing the 
river furrows, embank floodplains and regulate lakes and watercourses. Ironically there 
is now mounting evidence that these structures are increasing flood frequency and 
magnitude.68 Structural measures indicate a strong belief in technique as the solution to 
come to terms with ‘disturbances in nature’ affecting humans and there is a general 
expectation that modern technology should be able to present a more comprehensive 
protection against the disastrous consequences of hazards.  
 
Non-structural measures are traditionally looked upon with scepticism, as a complement 
to structural methods and as a cheap method better off used in areas not yet developed. 
But non-structural measures do not mean ‘no use’, but rather ‘wise use’.69 The critique 
against the structural measures is relatively new and not yet fully embraced in the 
western world. Therefore it is hard to explain why they should not use them in Dar es 
Salaam. Thus, it is possible to restore the natural absorptive capacity of wetlands and 
flood plains in order to mitigate future floods. This is done through better land use 
practices, by increasing forest cover and wetlands.70 Settlements are hard to move in the 
future whereas leisure areas et cetera are easier to relocate in twenty years. Floods are 
not only caused by a large amount of water but also by human activities and their 
location. 

                                                 
68 Poff, N (2002). 
69 UN/ISDR. 
70 Poff, N (2002). 
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Appendix A 
Questionnaire on flood risk perception and its roll in decision-making in the relation to hazards and disasters. 

 

 
The case of flood affected areas in Hanna Nassif and 

Mzimuni in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania 
 
 
 

Section 1 - Identification variables 
Date of interview 
Village/street/hamlet/mtaa 
Ward 
Division/District 
 
Respondent   Age Gender (f/m)       Martial status (s/m/d)  
R/ship to the head of household 
Tribe of the respondent 
Size of the household (No of peope) 

Age Male Female 

<10   

11-18   

19-55   

56<   

What diseases do you, or your famliy, suffer from? Most frequently? 
 
Housing   Owner/landlord/tenant 

· How long have you lived at your current location? 
 

· Did you look at other locations before moving here?  
  If yes, what made you decide to move here? (For ex family, livelihood opportunities etc.) 
 

· What are the good and bad of living at your current location? 
 

· Would you like to move somewhere else? Or, do you see yourself here in the future? 
 
 

Section 2 – Risk perception 
Please name the 3 most significant problems/hazards in your neighbourhood.  
Do you think that these are potential killers, could cause serious injury or minor injury only? 
 
____________________________________    (Killers – Serious injury – Minor injury) 
 
____________________________________    (Killers – Serious injury – Minor injury) 
 
____________________________________    (Killers – Serious injury – Minor injury) 
 
Please give details of your experience of these hazards.  
 
 

· Have you ever experienced floods in this area? Yes/No 
If yes, how often?  1s a year  –  2s a year  –  3 times a year  –  3< times a year (specify no __ ) 

 
· What happend last flooding season?  
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· What are your expectations for next season? 
 
· What is the main problem in relation to flooding?  

Loss of property  -  Loss of lives (specify      )  -  Others (specify                                                                   ) 
(ex water in the house, mud, and dampness or diseases that are spread afterwards or something else)   

 
 

· Can you tell if there have been any larger floods, disasters, during the past 10 years? 
(Since 1995 there has been three major disasters registered in the EM-DAT disaster data base. Large 
parts of the city were flooded in 1995 and 1998 but in 2001 only the Kinondoni district was affected.)  

 
 

· Tell us, briefly, what happened in the event. 
The purpose here is to bring the persons mindset back to the issue.  

 
 
 
What is your opinion: 

· Do you feel that flooding imposes a serious danger/puts you and your family at risk? 
 
· Do you feel that you have the right information about the risks of flooding events in this area?  
 
· Do you feel that people around you are concerned about the risks? 

 
· Do you think that there is a differnce between how men and women percieve risks in general? Regarding 

floods? 
 

· What is the more important things that shaped the way you feel about the risk of floods? 
 
 

Section 3 – Flood mitigating strategies 
· Do you have any specific strategy to minimize the damages/losses caused by floods? If yes, what are 

they? 
 
 

· What actions are included in your flood mitigation strategy?  
  
 - What actions are made every flood season? (For ex moving) 
  
 - If you built your house, did you build it “flood-proof”?  
 
 

· Who makes the decisions on what activities that should be carried out?  
 

· Who is actually performing the risk reducing activities? (For ex packning) 
 
 

Section 4 – Definitions 
· What is, how would you define, hazardous land? 

 
 

· What is, how would you define, a disaster? 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Wards to be visited are Hanna Nassif and Mzimuni. The interviews should include 20 people in each ward. 
Carolina Fintling 
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Appendix B 
 
Map of Tanzania in Africa 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: The Department of Foreign Affairs and International Trade, Canada (2006-09-29): 
www.dfait-maeci.gc.ca/africa/site/images/country/tanzania.jpg 
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Appendix C 
 
Map of Dar es Salaam and the research area 
 
 

 


