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Peripheral urban expansion and 
flooding 
 
Increased flooding in Accra, affecting both urban 

mobility and property, has been purported to result 

from unusually high rainfall as a consequence of  

climatic changes combined with poor drainage and 

dumping of waste into waterways. In this first policy 

brief of the CLIMACCESS research project, this 

one-sided interpretation is challenged.  

 

The CLIMACCESS project presents a 

comprehensive effort towards a better under-

standing of how the frequency of flooding affects 

mobility practices and livelihood strategies by 

potentially reducing access to work places, 

markets and services.  

 

Results are based on communications with 

metropolitan planning authorities, field surveying, 

interviews with local stakeholders, and literature 

reviews. Our analyses show strong evidence that 

unplanned development due to ineffective land 

ownership and administration regulations is a 

significant cause of the perennial floods across 

Accra. 

Over the last two decades, the city of Accra’s 

peripheral expansion (see figure 1) has been 

driven by local developers that, to a high degree, 

have been de-facto exempted from bureaucratic 

regulations and interference by formal regulatory 

authorities.  

 

Using the Santa Maria area as the case study 

location, the research highlights the role of the 

discordance between coexisting traditional and 

statutory systems in weakening the urban 

governance system, thereby contributing 

significantly to the perennial flooding in Accra. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1: Urbanization within the Accra agglomeration in 
2017. Green circle indicates Santa Maria area. Source: 
Møller-Jensen et al., IJGI 9(2) 2020. 

A local approach to understanding 
Accra’s flooding 
 
To understand the tenets of customary land 

ownership and administration and its implications 

for spatial planning and expansion, development 

plans and reports were reviewed. The next stage of 

the research focused on field observations to 

ascertain the visible physical characteristics 
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of the study area and identify local flood hotspots. 

After that, face-to-face interviews with 18 

stakeholders from various local agencies were 

carried out to ascertain their views on the causes 

of flooding in the study area. The literature review 

revealed the policy objectives of local planning 

agencies and demonstrated their efforts towards 

the city's planning. However, the city's rapid growth 

in an unsustainable manner exposed the 

inadequacy of political and institutional 

commitment to actualize policy objectives. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

During the interviews, Accra's complex land 

ownership and administration regime came up as 

one of the main challenges for land use planning in 

the city. The interviewees pointed out problems 

with land registration and individualized vending of 

customary lands to the many interested buyers, 

leading to dense settlements that had no planning 

structure. With the further unplanned expansion 

and greater concentrations of settlements, the 

effects of high annual rainfalls were not seen as 

the direct causative agent of flooding in the city but 

merely a symptom of weak local land governance 

and administration. 

 

 

Non-regulated urban expansion 
 

As a result of Accra's land ownership and 

administrative regime, which contributes to a siloed 

and fragmented system and leads to unregulated 

development and planning, Santa Maria has 

become more vulnerable to flooding. Importantly, 

inadequate support of traditional authorities and 

low confidence in the capacity of local landowners 

contribute to the uncontrolled development of the 

city. A more cohesive collaboration between local 

planning agencies, traditional leaders and local 

landowners can curb flooding in the area. 

 

Because individual citizens mostly own land in the 

area, it has become a challenge to find land for the 

construction of public infrastructural services such 

as drainage and transport. Due to the need for 

good drainage and road infrastructure, the 

community has been riddled with many 

demolishing houses and other buildings. A direct 

consequence of the unavailability of land for public 

infrastructure is the unreasonable high costs of 

such public services. 

 

As rightly revealed by previous studies, the 

relevance of political parties and the networks of 

local traditional and public officials is 

demonstrated. Santa Maria remains an attractive 

settlement area due to its proximity to major 

commercial hubs, giving local land administrative 

Figure 2a: One of many surface waterways running through the 
Santa Maria area. Residents have built barriers to protect against 
flooding during heavy rains. 2b: Urban development affects streams 
and natural waterways increasing flood vulnerability. (Photo and 
drone image: Climaccess Project) 



 

owners and influential people the impetus to 

continue to sell off lands in a disorderly manner 

with no recourse for effective planning and 

development. This practice has heightened the 

incidence of buildings in drainage pathways, 

increasing the city's vulnerability to flooding. 

The interviews also revealed that flooding in Santa 

Maria is a relatively recent issue, entrenching 

further the need for control of how lands are sold to 

private citizens and how more recent buildings 

have contributed to the flooding situation in the 

area. With lands owned by private individuals who 

choose to develop them any way they deem fit, 

there is increased densification and inadequate 

drainage systems in the area that pose severe 

flood risks. 

 

 
Towards inclusive and coherent 
planning practices 
 
It is concluded that unguided expansion of Santa 

Maria increases the city’s vulnerability to floods 

and calls for a strong political will that translates 

the objectives of local organizations to visible 

development. It is also revealed that the lack of  

coherence between local planning authorities, land 

ownership regimes and administration play a role 

in the occurrence of flooding and potentiate the 

effect of this on development and planning in the 

city. There must be an agreement between all key 

stakeholders to put in effective mechanisms that 

control development, more specifically disorderly 

expansion, and curb flooding in the city. 

 

Hence, while the frequency and unpredictability of 

rainfall during peak rainy seasons lead to flooding 

in Accra, the CLIMACCESS study shows that 

poorly organized city planning and drainage 

systems contribute substantially to flooding and its 

livelihood effect, underscoring the link between 

ineffective spatial planning and climate change 

vulnerability. Thus, key stakeholders must work 

together to effectively place practical spatial 

planning efforts to curb flooding in Accra. Based on 

this, we strongly recommend that policy decision-

makers are implored to invest efforts in 

understanding and better managing land 

ownership and administration regimes in Accra as 

a plausible flooding regulatory mechanism. Failure 

to do this will increase flood disasters, and social 

and economic disruptions. 
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