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Environmental Planning in Sierra Leone: International Experience Award Trip 2019 

 

In April 2019 I travelled to Freetown, Sierra Leone as a 

recipient of the International Experience Award Funding. 

The intent of this trip was to conduct a brief research 

study of how environmental planning works in the Global 

South, a location that is subject to move severe impacts of 

climate change. The Global South is subject to greater 

impacts of climate change including extreme weather 

events due to their geographic location and socio-

economic dynamic. In the case of Sierra Leone, being on 

the coast and closer to the equator make the country 

more vulnerable geographically. These regions are also 

subject to greater risks in terms of capacity to adapt to 
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change or environmental planning, which makes it 

challenging for organizations like SLURC and for 

municipal councils to do anything with little or no 

funding for it. Their funding is focused on other 

sustainable development goals outlined by the 

United Nations (United Nations 2015). This 

explained why I struggled to find information on 

Sugar Mountain and the effect the mudslide had on 

planning; there was very little effect because there 

was little money to do any environmental resiliency 

programs. This disconnect between the current priorities of the Global North, where municipalities and 

countries are declaring climate emergencies, and the financial priorities of major international actors 

does not align. This caused me to ask; why are international organizations not focusing their efforts on 

environmental planning in countries that are most vulnerable to climate change impacts? From the pre-

departure research conducted, it was clear that this was where there was a need. 

 

Porté-Ropuka as a Case Study 

I was given the opportunity to go into one of the informal settlements with students from the University 

College of London and participate in their initial site visit to map community assets. As a group, we were 

guided by a community member through a settlement called Porté-Ropuka. Upon arrival we met the 

chief to discuss the strengths and weaknesses in his 

community. He specifically outlined how limited financial 

resources is the biggest barrier his community faces in terms of 

their ability to upkeep key infrastructure in Porté-Ropuka such 

as the pathways, building integrity and reliable water sources. 

 

Our guide told us about the large water tank in the community 

that gets filled up by UKAid on an irregular basis. It is a 

temporary measure for emergency relief, but not a sustainable 

infrastructure solution. There are a few wells in the 

community. However, the water is not safe for drinking and is 

therefore mostly used for washing.  
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When we first arrived in Porté-Ropuka, we came across a group of young teenage boys who were 

carrying rocks. They stopped to talk to us we learned that they were community volunteers rebuilding 

homes that were destroyed in a small mudslide last year. They were also building their own retaining 

wall to reduce the impacts of future landslides. It was clear that community level planning was most 

effective, as it is done by residents and the chief. Funding comes from international NGOs and is 

unreliable; focused on what the NGO wants, not always what the community is trying to work towards.  

 

Tacugama Chimpanzee Sanctuary 

The Tacugama Chimpanzee Sanctuary, situated on the edge of Freetown, runs similarly to Ontario 
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mitigation measures initiated in an informal settlement by the Catholic Relief Service, and bridges being 

built by the European Union. Based on my observations, formal infrastructure and environmental 

planning in Freetown in many cases is done by international actors through projects mandated by NGOs 

from around the world. While some of these projects are beneficial, NGOs are often unable to 

implement them in more than one location, or they are unable to continue to monitor their effects over 

time as funding runs out. This leaves Freetown with scattered planning projects that are not always 
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