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Abstract: While real estate is a significant pillar of stability among communities, it can also be the
most vulnerable to disasters triggered by natural or man-made hazards, which cause the spatial
dimension of metropolitan areas to be disturbed due to critical variables, such as land loss, societal
collapse, and changes in population distribution resulting from refugee movements, which, in turn,
affect properties, causing a fluctuation in terms of equality. In this regard, the precise monitoring
of spatial imbalance is an eminent instrument for achieving socio-spatial sustainability via recovery
strategies. This paper provides a systematic review of 96 studies in order to analyze the spatial
challenges and innovations of real estate in the aftermath of disasters with realistic projections on five
case studies—from Haiti, Nigeria, Rwanda, Ethiopia, and the United States of America—varying
according to the type, size, and impact of the disaster, and real estate administrative arrangements.
Through the review, the challenges embodied by the legal deficit and the multiplicity of real estate
tenure systems in addition to the discrimination of access rights to real estate and the insecurity
of property and, subsequently, forced migration movements are highlighted. The impacts of the
COVID-19 pandemic on the spatial balance of real estate have been examined. Finally, real estate
innovations are reviewed to investigate the extent to which real estate can promote the spatial balance
of disaster-prone nations.

Keywords: real estate; spatial balance; recovery strategy; devastated areas

1. Introduction

In a world filled with diverse natural and man-made hazards that are increasing in
frequency and intensity, many consequences seem frustrating. We are still facing conflicts
on a global scale and peace is a challenge we must meet. Although societies are becoming
more prepared for disasters thanks to advanced remote-sensing technology, disaster risk
reduction strategies, and resilience strengthening supporting early warnings for disaster
risk reduction, the statistics indicate that the frequency of disasters has risen because people
increasingly live in disaster-prone areas [1,2]. Disasters may be selective, only affecting
a certain part of cities or a particular sector, which may cause development differences
between neighborhoods. Persistent causes make the recurrence of disasters and their
devastating impact highly probable. Moreover, because completely preventing hazards
may seem illogical, it is better to mitigate its effects [3] by integrating the mitigation and
adaptation principles as integral to both the pre-and post-disaster phases, thereby ensuring
that societies will be safer and less vulnerable to other potential crises [4,5].

The real estate sector is one of the first sectors to experience a depressing state of affairs
with regard to different sorts of activities including sales, values, availability, financing,
constructing, and lending [6]. Moreover, real estate is closely linked to a determined
geographical location, which strongly affects property values and the balance between the
sale and purchase of real estate [7]. This may be disturbed during disasters, resulting in a
spatial imbalance between urban and rural areas. In addition, contradictions pertaining to
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the legal element of real estate lead to conflicts between formal and informal property [8].
The problem lies in the shortage of legal criteria for availing eligibility of sustainable life for
all, regardless of location [9]. An even worse problem is dealing with double criteria, which
can be implemented by corrupt municipalities fighting the presence of weakened people
on informal land, while ensuring the safety of the elite’s property [10,11]. This serves to
reinforce the spatial imbalance as evidenced in social stratification [12].

The spatial dimension of cities can be defined based on three basic criteria: land use
pattern, population density pattern, and neighborhood unit design [13]. However, cities
are characterized by the range of energetic interactions between the social networks and
physical elements, when both are subjected human activities, thereby forming the urban
system [14]. Disasters triggered by natural or man-made hazards destabilize this system as
they result in the breakup of social interactions among society. Forasmuch as the main traits
of a balanced community form the range of social cohesion among all its components [15],
they reflect the effective interactions between people in each spatial spot in the urban area.
The effects of disasters on the spatial dimension of cities can be considered to reflect weak
harmony between spaces and the people they belong to.

Research that discusses real estate issues during crises has disproportionately focused
only on the economic, social, or investment aspects [16–22]. However, despite the spatial
dimension of cities not being addressed in real estate studies, it remains, undoubtedly, the
key driver of balance among neighborhoods not only in a self-contained urban area, but
also between rural and urban ones. The novelty and contribution of this paper is that it
synthesizes the major findings within the research fields of real estate, disasters, urban
planning, and spatial balance. It builds a framework for evaluating real estate activities from
the perspective of spatiality before, during, and after natural hazards or hazards triggered
by conflicts. The evaluation starts from discovering real estate challenges that occurred
because of a specific kind of disaster—such as earthquakes as a natural hazard—wars,
civil conflicts, armed violence, and forced displacement—as human-instigated hazards—or
COVID-19 as a pandemic—resulting in a spatial imbalance in five different case studies
(Haiti, Nigeria, Rwanda, Ethiopia, and the United States of America). They were selected
based on a refinement process that relies on three main indicators combined; namely, spatial
imbalance, disasters, and real estate as a major causative factor. They provide an analysis
of challenges and innovations to optimize real estate in a way that is reflected in achieving
balanced development.

A key question animating this research is: How can real estate be a driver of a disaster
resulting in spatial imbalance? This leads us to another question: How can real estate be
a tool for achieving socio-spatial balance in the context of urban recovery among both
developing and developed communities? Moreover, how can it also be a guarantee for
sustaining stability? In order to answer these questions, three directional hypotheses
were proposed to achieve spatial balance among urban areas, derived from the theory of
neighborhood units by Clarence Perry (1929) and the theory of Broadacre City by Frank
Lloyd Wright [23,24]. The first hypothesis states that the equitable performance of real
estate legislation is an eminent instrument of protecting property rights. The second
hypothesis supposes that the demographic change is a factor in aggravating real estate
imbalance. The third hypothesis states that the decentralized real estate administration
system promotes balanced spatial association according to urban requirements more than
the centralized one. The diagram below illustrates the sequence of the systematic review
process followed in this paper (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. The systematic review process.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Data Collection

The conceptualization of this review paper begins with the identification of sources
and prior cases, which were addressed from the perspective of the research direction.
Despite the wealth of research conducted in the field of real estate, discovering the spatial
impact of real estate on urban areas during disasters requires careful investigation to collect
the most narrowly defined references and case studies that impact the topic of research.

The search strategy undertakes a comprehensive approach to identify literature that
meets the eligibility criteria in terms of effectiveness, meaning that the searches for evidence
should be adequate to collect relevant studies that provide candid answers to the research
questions. The starting point for operationalizing a search strategy is PICO concepts
(Problem, Intervention, Comparison, and Outcomes) that further assist in deepening the
process of literature collection. To make the search strategy as extensive as possible, a
bundle of principles that were customized for each database to be sure that relevant records
are not missed:

• Break the research concept into more subconcepts and include a wide range of terms
for each one;

• Follow an iterative process, in which the searching terms can be improved;
• Use a multi-faceted approach with a series of searches and a variety of concepts;
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• Pay equal attention to subject aspects and the study design of the selected studies;
• Avoid arbitrary spatial or temporal restrictions that degrade the comprehensiveness

of the search process. However, look out for the relevant time periods and geographic
locations of selected case studies, in a way that promotes the precision of collecting
relevant studies;

• Include both randomized and non-randomized studies;
• Strike a balance between comprehensiveness and precision by a quick ascertaining the

potential relevance of article abstracts.

Google Scholar, an initial database, was used to obtain resources written by well-
practiced academics and seasoned professionals, published either in reliable refereed
publications or websites of research institutions concerned with issues related to the re-
search topic. In addition, SAGE, The Web of Science, and SCOPUS databases, as well
as EBSCOhost research platform, were also used to pursue more refined research terms
and access the best-in-class publications. The Boolean operation (OR, AND) was used to
combine search terms to make the literature search process more specific (Table 1). The
snowball method helped expand and accelerate access to relevant research.

Table 1. Criteria used in the systematic literature review.

Criteria Details

Document type Journal articles, books, book chapters, theses, official websites, conference reports, organizations reports.

Keywords
“Real estate” AND “Disasters” AND “Spatial imbalance,” “Property” AND “Land” AND “Conflict”

AND “Land disputes,” “Real estate” AND “Natural hazards” AND “Sustainable development,” “Real
estate” AND “Recovery strategy” AND “Spatial balance” and “Real estate” AND “COVID-19”

Language English

Publication period 2005–2022

2.2. Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

The criteria had to be met to evaluate real estate issues; they included studies that
described: (a) real estate categories (residential, commercial, or vacant land); (b) aspects
of study (social, economic, political, or geographical); and (c) the nature and impact of
changes caused by disasters on real estate. The relevance of the research objectives, quality
of content, and clear presentation of data were also consistent criteria for evaluation. The
examination of the data depended on the qualitative method of analysis used to evaluate
real estate spatial effects, namely whether it is direct or indirect, ostensible or tacit.

The exact inclusion and exclusion criteria among reviews to synthesize our findings
based on a transparent and reproducible approach to collect studies that make high-quality
practical or theoretical contributions, which provide reliable findings from which clear
challenges or innovations can be drawn (Table 2).

Table 2. Inclusion and exclusion criteria.

Inclusion Criteria Exclusion Criteria

• Congruity between research questions, goals, and
theoretical framework

• Compatibility with research objectives
• Locating the value of research theoretically
• Accuracy of studies conceptually
• Validity of methods used to collect data
• Clear analysis and interpretation of the data
• The influence of study on the real estate industry

Not spatial evaluation studies
Not focus mainly on real estate, land, housing, or properties values
Not relevant to research questions and goals
Incompatibility between studies and post-disaster real estate policies
Studies that do not provide an explicit discussion or understandable
criticism of real estate policy
Not published in English
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3. Theoretical Framework

Urban planning theories charted the course of human functions starting from a small
neighborhood and evolving to a wide region and into the spatial, physical, and social
aspects of society. The Neighborhood Unit monograph by Clarence Perry is considered one
of the first theories that sought to determine human interaction within neighborhoods by
applying physical design parameters. The core of Perry’s theory is establishing an ideal
neighborhood as a physically defined unit in terms of the right of possession or fair access
to city functions [25]. This has strengthened the acceptance of Perry’s theory in the real
estate industry because it incorporated the owners’ interests and community amenities
with comprehensive planning objectives and was driven more by sociological concerns
than commercial ones [26]. This indicates the ease with which Perry’s concept can be
applied to the investment of real estate developers based on stability, which promotes the
development of the neighborhood as a self-contained unit in the city [27].

According to the balanced spatial distribution of facilities in Perry’s theory (Figure 2).
The important impact of neighborhood unity on enabling balanced development without
discriminatory considerations can easily be realized, especially in the post-disaster phase,
which urgently requires a social balance strategy [28]. Thus, The Neighborhood Unit mono-
graph is a flexible concept that can be applied to the physical, social, and political variables
of cities. Despite being widely criticized as a stereotyped theory, it can be recommended
as a futuristic concept for urban growth, due to the satisfaction for all in the residential
units [29]. Hence, this theory was adopted to regenerate cities after disasters. For example,
in post-war Britain, planners sought to inspire the ethos of the community in a way that
ensured social and spatial balance in urban areas, despite initial concerns about social
cohesion associated with the geographical location of services [30].

Figure 2. The Neighborhood Unit diagram. Source: Authors’ redrawing of Perry’s scheme for
Neighborhood Units, representing the spatial balance of facilities (The Neighborhood Unit, 1929;
Carpio-Pinedo et al., 2021).

This paper is based mainly on the theory of neighborhood units, but it also considers
the Broadacre City concept by Frank Lloyd Wright as a good example of ensuring spatial
balance in society, since it implies applying the principle of equitable distribution of land
ownership among people based on uses or needs [31]. This reduces unchecked real-estate
speculation and protects land value [32].

Understanding the Impact of Disasters on the Spatial Dimensions of Cities

The spatial dimension of the city represents the first obvious impression, because
cities’ spatial configurations such as population density and housing ratio have urban
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characteristics that can be discerned spontaneously [33]. Although the spatial patterns of
cities differ, a specific trend of sustainability recommends that the city’s spatial pattern
move toward the compact shape, reflecting the importance of functional efficiency in terms
of transportation as well as social and cultural interaction [34]. In contrast, the spatial
patterns of cities in developing countries are vulnerable to urban changes owing to frequent
variations of the social and economic systems [35]. Therefore, the spatial patterns may
differ between cities in developed and developing countries, between strong and cracked
economic cities, and even between sociable and ultra-conservative cities.

The effect of disasters can have varying impacts on the urban fabric in developing coun-
tries based on their economic state, social cohesion, living standards, and well-educated
community [36]. If these countries have poor socioeconomic indicators, it would make the
cities’ spatial structure vulnerable to collapse at any time, resulting in crisis-prone cities
with an unhealthy atmosphere. To a large degree, some cities in developing countries
are characterized by social disparity, as evidenced by the urban and architectural differ-
ences. The physical vulnerability of poor neighborhoods makes them vulnerable to the
catastrophic implications of disasters [37]. All of this leads to an imbalance on the spatial
dimension of the city, which is a powerful indicator of the post-disaster recovery process.
In this paper, the role of real estate will be reviewed within the context of previous spatial
indicators during the disaster period (Figure 3).

Figure 3. Interconnection between real estate and spatial balance in times of peace and disaster.

4. Results and Discussion

The total number of studies retained from the initial search was 3572. After the first
refinement that considered mutual keywords, the number of studies decreased to 762.
The second refinement focused on the intersections of study goals with the aim of the
paper, resulting in several eliminations to reach 81 studies. In addition, 15 other research
items were added from certain official reports, bools, and websites, thus bringing the total
number of studies reviewed in this paper to 96 (Figure 4).
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Figure 4. The sequence of the refinement process reflecting the number of studies included in
the review.

The characteristics of the reviewed studies were divided according to the type of
source, although most were from articles in journals (70%) such as Critical African Studies,
International Planning Studies, Journal of Geomatics and Planning, Journal of Land Management
and Appraisal, Disasters, and Journal of African Real Estate Research. Other sources (30%) were
distributed among books, conferences, reports, and official websites (Figure 5).

Figure 5. Number of references used according to the type of studies.

The largest share of studies came from the field of urban planning, governance and
management, social science, and human rights (26,18, 14, and 13 studies, respectively),
although a substantial proportion focused on the fields of law, politics, and economics.
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However, only few studies were concerned with physical geography, health, history, envi-
ronment, and agriculture (Figure 6).

Figure 6. Number of references used according to the field of study.

Evaluating the strength of argument provided by the collected literature depends
on the journal quartile rankings that consider the impact factor, citation, and indexing
distribution of each journal. The evaluation process indicates that 61% of papers belong
to the top quartile (Q1) journals, while fewer fall within the middle-high (Q2) and the
middle-low category (Q3), with 14% and 9%, respectively. The search process revealed
few working papers, conference articles, and papers belonging to relatively new journals
that lacked classification accounted for 16%. The last ones may be regarded as the least
scientific influence. However, it was important to keep them in the systematic review due
to the significant local data provided in selected case studies, as well as the contribution to
clarifying local perspectives that open the discussion of the issues involved. Accordingly,
they enhanced thoroughly the answer to research questions. Furthermore, those studies
were subject to the Grading of Recommendations Assessment, Development, and Evalua-
tion (GRADE) approach for assessing the certainty of argument in literature. The strength
of evidence promoted by testing considerations about causality, directness, homogeneity,
and precision of argumentation with research questions.

4.1. Real Estate Challenges

Real estate development is a process that encompasses a complex chain of approaches,
properties, and outcomes that shape the built environment, in which people live and
interact. Accordingly, it is very likely that real estate challenges may arise with the potential
to transform the socio-spatial and economical character of urban and rural neighborhoods.
Recovery is a straightforward process, but the physical impacts of disasters vary across
areas [38]. Therefore, we examine how the spatial performance of real estate varies across
different types of disasters.

To achieve spatial balance in post-disaster nations, we should first analyze the re-
finement sequence that followed in order to identify the exact challenges, among many,
to real estate in the context of improving the spatial balance approach in disaster-prone
urban and rural areas. The results revealed five main challenges: (1) real estate lawlessness,
(2) multiple tenure systems, (3) unfair land access, (4) real estate insecurity and critical
migration, and (5) COVID-19 as a global pandemic (Figure 7).
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Figure 7. The refinement sequence toward discovering real estate challenges that cause spatial
imbalance among urban and rural areas during disasters.

Based on the aforementioned refinement, the systematic review process for the five
real estate challenges used a number of diverse sources in terms of study fields, document
type, disaster type, and study area (Table 3).

Table 3. Selected studies identified in the systematic review of real estate challenges.

Challenge References Field of Study Document Type Type of Disaster Study Area

Real estate
lawlessness

[39] Law,
social science Journal articles Hurricane Katrina New Orleans

[12] Law, finance, disaster
theory Journal articles physical &

man-made disaster -

[10] Peacebuilding,
management Book chapter civil war Post-conflict

countries

Multiple tenure
systems

[40] Rights,
tenure security Journal articles Earthquake Haiti

[41] Land,
shelter construction Report Earthquake, land

dispute Haiti

[42] Land administration,
politics

Journal articles

Armed conflict
violence

Post-conflict
environment

[43] Land administration Conflict Kosovo

Unfair land access

[44] Planning,
economics - Sub-Saharan

Africa

[45] Social science,
land polices PhD thesis Genocide,

civil war Southeast Rwanda

[46]
Governance,
economics,

social science
Journal articles Natural hazard

Indian Ocean
tsunami, Pakistan
earthquake, and

Hurricane Katrina

[47] Politics,
human rights Book chapter Local conflicts Red river

delta in Vietnam

[48] Land,
human rights Book Poverty,

social exclusion
Rural India,
Orissa state
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Table 3. Cont.

Challenge References Field of Study Document Type Type of Disaster Study Area

Real estate
insecurity and

critical migration

[49]
Sustainable

development,
land governance

UNCCD official
website Land degradation Worldwide

[50] Politics,
Land policy reforms

Journal articles

Land colonization
Sub-Saharan

Africa,
Mozambique

[51] Politics Ethnic clashes,
despotism Kenya

[52]
Politics,

economics,
social science

Migration,
exclusion, conflict

East African
rangelands,
Masailand

[53] Law,
property

Colonialism,
conflicts

Sub-Saharan
Africa

[54] Anthropology,
social science Land conflicts Africa

Spatial disparities
and COVID-19

[55] Urban planning

Journal articles
COVID-19
pandemic

Stockholm

[56] Urban governance Wuhan, China

[57]
Rural-urban planning,
health, social science,

economics

The United States
of America

[58] Real estate, urban
planning

Post-COVID-19
world

[59] Real estate, urban
planning

The United States
of America

[60] Social science, urban
planning South Africa

[61]
Urban planning,

sustainable
development

Cagliari, Sardinia
Island, Italy

4.1.1. Challenge 1: Real Estate Lawlessness

Real estate-related legislation can be viewed as a guiding compass for peace in post-
disaster areas, by promoting compatibility with the emerging realities of properties and
making real estate law a deterrent to the questionable legitimacy of local authorities that
may be working in favor of one side over the other [10]. Therefore, the laws that are
formulated during or after a disaster to address a specific problem must reflect a wise
portfolio of legislation and serve as a protective shield of human rights. This portfolio must
include strategies and policies concerned with prevention, insurance, reconstruction, and
emergency response issues [39], based on fair legislation in achieving a balanced real estate
administration and promoting institutionalized social justice for all parts of society during
and after a catastrophe [12].

In light of the direct bearing of law on society, the spatial dimension of cities may
be affected by the aftermath of social changes through the loss of rights due to different
geographical locations. The spatial dispute may also emerge when laws are linked to
unstable social rules, which may occasionally be termed “customary rules” that may, under
abnormal circumstances, be subject to manipulation according to private interests [12,39].

4.1.2. Challenge 2: Multiple Tenure Systems

Multiple tenure forms often emerge due to the duality of formal and informal types
of tenure systems according to the differences in geographical location, societal traditions,
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and urban differentiation. The formal one can be considered the most credible type due to
documentation proof and institutional reliability, but it may not be the most dependable
form, whereas the informal tenure may be more effective at controlling tenure issues locally
and on-site, especially for people who lost their documents during the disaster or others
who lost their properties [40]. However, apart from the reason of multiplicity, what is
certainly true is the profound impact of disasters on real estate and property rights [41].
Furthermore, the inconsistency between the land administration systems within the self-
contained metropolitan areas may lead to chronic conflicts over land and other types of real
estate, particularly when it is associated with developmental differences and accompanying
factors, such as overpopulation and urban sprawl [42]. Thus, spatial and social crises
arise as a consequence of this contrast, namely, variations in the standard of urban living
conditions, high rates of violence, and overcrowding [43].

4.1.3. Challenge 3: Unfair Land Access

Land access is the process by which people use lands productively in formal or
informal markets, those controlled by the state authority, the official constitution, or the
customary legislations [44]. Urban areas may be exposed in this respect to aggravating
factors, which disrupt their spatial balance, as evidenced by the disparity in land scarcity or
in the ability to access land in a specific area more than in another. One reason for this urban
disparity is overpopulation resulting from the rapid increase in demographic growth [45].
However, disasters have chronically affected land access by increasing landlessness and the
corresponding inflation of individual land holdings to favor a small number of people in
society. This can be portrayed as an urban spatial imbalance, derived from sharp disparities
in property values [46].

Land access can be understood based on three aspects according to its effects on
spatiality. The first is related to land use inconsistency, the second relates to the inequality
in the distribution of the land output, and the third concerns the bias in making decisions
over land or the other types of real estate [47]. Therefore, the strength of land access lies
in the stabilization of property assets owing to the significant role of ownership to confer
security in post-disaster recovery and provide relative stability to social contingencies [48].
Thus, the community will be more balanced as long as real estate properties are divided
adequately with fair access regarding the usage, possession, or decision-making pertaining
to real estate.

4.1.4. Challenge 4: Real Estate Insecurity and Critical Migration

Real estate security has always been viewed as an extremely complex issue due to
the reciprocal spillovers that are likely to interact with changing human conditions during
disasters triggered by natural or man-made hazards, particularly regarding the security
of tenure, use, and value of the land in as much as its role is to reinforce stability in
the post-conflict phase [49]. Furthermore, the real estate tenure system could reflect the
social, economic, and political values of the community, especially when it is guided by
democratic and decentralized methods of fair land distribution. Otherwise, the spatial
connections among society will wear out due to the mutual relations between displacement
and insecurity, which will increase migration rates through the rise of the pull factor of
urban areas that have a more secure tenure system and, conversely, the rise of the push
factor of areas have an insecure tenure system [50].

This is conspicuous in east Africa, where land conflicts are accompanied by outbreaks
of violence, which occur in response to orchestrated dispossession processes organized
by those who seek to retain a monopoly on power and maintain their grip on real estate
control [51]. Such acts force people to migrate to other areas where they may feel a sense
of sustainable security in terms of their lives and possessions [52]. The communal real
estate tenures that were promoted under the colonial administration in Africa, and then
under multiple African leaders who sequentially altered the control of power in many
African countries, can be considered as an essential reason of migration, driving the
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shifting of ideologies and belongingness of place among society [53]. This type of tenure
in transitional societies causes a lack of security of property rights because there are no
regulatory guidelines responsible for determining the right holders and those who are
landed or landless [54]. This sort of practice led to differentiation over land that caused the
blurring of the meaning of spatial affiliation.

4.1.5. Challenge 5: Spatial Disparities and COVID-19

Throughout history, the outbreak of pandemics is followed by a bundle of seemingly
random repercussions which are nevertheless associated and showed a heightened sen-
sitivity to urban-rural disparity [55,56,62,63]. The COVID-19 is a pandemic that impacts
almost every vital sector and triggers abrupt changes brought on by the acceleration of
social and economic interaction in urban life [57], that lead to substantial implications
on the use, value, and tenure side of real estate, which affect the appraisal and valuation
processes. The disruption in the property markets due to locational preferences and shifts
in real estate demand. Many rural residents claim to be isolated with limited access to
services. Conversely, urban residents escape from densely populated areas to areas that
provide them with more natural outdoor spaces, especially when they ensure that their
work is facilitated by working from home [58]. Lockdowns have changed the range of
spatial interactions. Since optimizing the productivity of working from home, dense urban
locations are the most vulnerable to a decline in real estate values due to the fall in the
rent flexibility with respect to the density [59]. Conversely, it can be argued that remote
areas remain the most vulnerable, with high rates of infection and mortality. Due to the
high housing density, poor health services, high levels of informality [60], and high air
pollution. The effects of have been more catastrophic for poor urban, thereby exacerbating
socio-spatial disputes [61].

4.2. Related Case Studies

In this section, we provide a systematic review of five case studies that reflect the
aforementioned challenges on-site (Figure 8). These cases were selected based on the
refinement process, which began by observing the spatial imbalance indicators caused by
disasters, and then the role of real estate in this context. The process indicated that the
aggressive approaches to conflict—such as repression and forced displacement—are the top
issues affecting spatial balance of real estate. Post-colonial states of Africa experienced land
conflicts for a long period of time, which caused long-term impacts on spatial differentiation
of real estate [64]. Therefore, the refinement process resulted in three African case studies
related to man-made hazards, whereas it indicated that the COVID-19 pandemic has
generated a complex shock on real estate in most economically strong countries like the
United States of America [59,65,66], which is noteworthy to review the emerging real
estate challenges and innovations to address COVID-19. In terms of natural hazards, the
Haiti earthquake was identified due to complex intersections of real estate, destruction,
and legal deficits. This can be seen as a rich case study for reviewing challenges and
innovations (Figure 9).

Before discussing the case studies, it is important to reveal the characteristics of the
selected studies in the review process (Table 4).
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Figure 8. The distribution of the case studies reviewed across the world.

Figure 9. The refinement process of selecting case studies.
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Table 4. The five selected case studies of real estate challenges.

Case Studies Type of Disaster Challenge References Document Type Field of Study

Case 1 Haiti Earthquake
magnitude 7.0 Mw

Real estate
lawlessness [9,11,67–69]

Journal articles,
reports, official

sites

Law, judiciary,
human rights,

politics

Case 2 Nigeria
Natural hazards

and armed
conflicts

Multiple tenure
systems [70–72] Journal articles,

conference paper

Urban planning,
housing, land
administration

Case 3 Rwanda Repression and
genocide Unfair land access [73–77] Journal articles,

book, reports

History,
documentation, land

reform,
reconstruction,

sustainable
development, social

science

Case 4 Ethiopia Civil conflicts
Real estate

insecurity and
critical migration

[78–81]
Journal articles,

book, book
reviews

Politics, agriculture,
land tenure,

property, economics,
demography

Case 5 The United
States of America

COVID-19
pandemic

Rural-urban
differences [57,59,66,82] Website, journal

articles

Real estate,
economics,
rural-urban

planning, health,
social science

4.2.1. Case Study 1: Real Estate Lawlessness in Post-Earthquake Haiti

Post-earthquake Haiti has witnessed various real estate problems owing to the
widespread lack of formal registration documents of real estate, in tandem with the lagging
of institutional reform, which implies an over increase of impunity and threats to the
safety of properties [68]. In addition, spatial dysfunction has increased the pressure on
host communities as a result of rural-urban movements alongside unregulated urban
growth (IASC, 2010). However, these real estate problems were complicated due to the
preceding disruptions even before the earthquake occurred, such as unequal distribution
of land, absence of the enforcement of property rights, and double standards of real estate
legislation, which often resulted in conflict between the formal and informal form of tenure,
particularly regarding issues related to the levying of property taxes [9].

Key drivers of spatial imbalance in Haiti are the social division between the urban and
rural areas, which were further entrenched by the politicization of the judicial system [11],
and the lack of access to justice due to the uneven spatial distribution of courts, which
affects a considerable number of citizens because the geographical location of courts has an
impact on the distance and the cost of reaching courts [9]. Another factor is the quantitative
and qualitative deficit of courts specialized in real estate, because there exists only a single
central court specialized in land, resulting in failure to effectively deal with real estate
issues in Haiti [69].

4.2.2. Case Study 2: Multiple Tenure Systems in Lagos State, Nigeria

Nigeria has witnessed many natural and human-induced hazards, leaving behind
widespread economic and social deficits [70]. In spite of that, Lagos State’s landmass has
expanded over the years and has begun to annex adjacent rural real estates. This expansion
increased the conflicts between the formal land administration system and the informal
one, which was still being followed in rural communities. The formal administration
can be better secured because title documentation is guaranteed by authorities, thereby
automatically fostering the proper layout of urbanization, promoting values of real estate,
and stimulating sustainable investment in the real estate sector. Nevertheless, the formal
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administration form fell into the trap of social discrimination in many areas of Lagos State
due to the biased allocation of land for the rich [72].

Notwithstanding that, the worst impacts of property disputes in Lagos were unde-
niably caused by the informal land administration and customary tenure arrangements
that were not protected by law and vulnerable to external pressures [71], as reflected by
the usual contentious land boundaries, causing conflicts between owners owing to the
difficulty of ascertaining the titles’ roots, thereby allowing an uncontrollable adjustment
of real estate limits. This consequently leads to unsecured tenure rights because they are
not straightforward, and unofficial documents cannot be accepted in investment choices.
Despite that, traditional perspectives consider the communal administration to be safer
because real estate disputes are more easily resolved through alternative mechanisms under
the power of chiefs of the community. Moreover, the informal system is still decentralized,
meaning that the land issue can be solved separately, which promotes social integration
and preserves customs that make people feel safer [72]. To sum up, there are two main
aspects of disputes in Lagos: the substantial proportion of land rights, which still follow
customary tenure systems, and the government’s desire to formalize the ownership to
ensure well-planned urban expansions with the intention of encouraging new investment.
The multiplicity of land administration systems in Lagos was the main reason for the spatial
imbalance between the urban center and the surrounding areas.

4.2.3. Case Study 3: Unfair Land Access in Post-Conflict Rwanda

The African nation of Rwanda has experienced several crises during the second half
of the twentieth century, represented by a lengthy period of repression, which ended with
the genocide in 1994. The repercussions of this devastating tragedy resulted in dramatic
demographic changes due to forced displacement [73]. In the post-war period in Rwanda,
many people who fled from the crises returned in 1997 claiming their property that had
been occupied over time as a result of being unused. At that point, the crisis of land scarcity
emerged when the government tried to find a suitable solution for the urgent housing crisis.
The official policies revolved around two proposals: the first one involved using public
spaces, such as Akagera National Park, and the second one was based on the principle of
land sharing [74]. This sparked the crisis of land disputes, especially with the intervention
of the power of money to satisfy greedy needs, which led to the spatial imbalance between
rural and urban areas as well as the stark diversity between livelihoods in Rwanda [83].

In addition, Dawson (2018) studied the inequality factors between two rural areas
in western Rwanda, revealing that socioeconomic power is the most influential factor in
terms of the social inequality of accessing lands and services in Rwanda starting from the
household level. Even more significantly, the aftermath of the conflict extends beyond the
land access challenges to include valuation and use land, because both long-term residents
and returnees have different land use practices. This means that their different lifestyles
have influenced their land, in a way that effectively meets their aspirations, resulting in
spatial and social segregation between the two areas [76].

Therefore, it can be said that the conflict in Rwanda has caused land access challenges
by limited the area available per capita. After the genocide in the 1980s, making money
was the most important force to acquire real estate and control of land markets. This was
accompanied by purchasing lands illegally [75], instead of focusing on tapping into the
power of traditional customary cohesion in the human relationships among the Rwandan
community. Those deeds were spurred by the normative discordance of the local real estate
tenure system, which exacerbated the spatial imbalance between urban and rural areas,
leading eventually to regional disparity [77].

4.2.4. Case Study 4: Internal Migration and Real Estate Insecurity in Ethiopia

Ethiopia remains one of the poorest countries in Africa after years of conflicts over real
estate that have always been the real source of political power. After ousting the imperial
regime, the military government followed the system of periodic land redistribution based
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on the need and size of each family but without the private ownership of property, meaning
that people did not have the right of sale or lease. Therefore, land tenure insecurity was
prevalent due to the loss of official documentation of real estate and there was no official
reallocation of properties [80]. This period was viewed as a key dividing point in Ethiopian
land tenure due to the variations in land practices between southern and northern parts of
the country before 1975. The Rist system in the north was characterized by the communal
possession of land with inegalitarian, suspicious, and competitive traits that prioritized
political considerations. However, in the south, land tenure was the more formal land titling
in tandem with improving the orientation of organized and efficient urbanization [78].
Despite the new land reform system that accompanied the new regime after 1991, the
traditional land management method remains unchanged under the main control of the
government as an obstacle to land market development and land tenure security [79].

Apart from the real estate tenure variations that increased the proportion of the land-
less, the country has also experienced massive immigration flows over time, particularly
during civil conflicts between 1984 and 1994, which forced a greater exodus of people
from war-prone areas than ever before. This exodus, however, was mostly a short-distance
urban–urban migration (49.3% migrants). Addis Ababa had the highest in-migration rates
due to the accelerated urban growth, whereas Amhara witnessed few immigration move-
ments. Moreover, the connectivity between cities remained inadequate in terms of quality
and quantity [81], causing the accumulation of human density in determining urban areas
without considering other areas, resulting in spatial imbalance and regional variations.

4.2.5. Case Study 5: Rural-Urban Differences in the United States of America
during COVID-19

Since the virus struck in the US, the urban structure has been affected substantially
due to the fear of crowded places and working from home. This encouraged people to
prefer moving to less dense areas [66]. Housing as well as real estate stock market have a
high rate of sensitivity for risk factors since the outbreaks of COVID-19 [82]. Moreover, a
downward-sloping rent gradient reduced the density value by a significant amount [59].
Consequently, the spatial differentiation in the property valuations has caused urban
disorder because of the decline in property tax revenues in city centers resulting from
stagnation in prices, while the outskirts will be less affected due to increased valuations
for properties and rising prices [66]. Nevertheless, it can be argued that rural communities
are at risk of higher rates of mortality owing to less-diversified labor and real estate
markets, weak health services, and heterogeneous rural communities, resulting in long-
term social and economic effects, which may reinforce rural-urban differences [57]. Thus,
the post-COVID-19 vision must consider spatial variation in pandemic vulnerability for a
healthier and more balanced community.

4.3. Real Estate Innovations

In this section, we reach the last part of the review process and describe the real
estate innovations for achieving spatial balance in the five case studies mentioned above to
provide an overview of proposals formulated to achieve spatial balance in disaster-affected
areas. Table 5 depicts the innovations of each of the studies reviewed.
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Table 5. Selected studies identified in the systematic review of real estate innovations.

Innovation Study Area References Document Type Field of Study

• Land regeneration
concept

• Access to fair
adjudication

Haiti [11,40,41,84,85]
Journal articles,
book chapter,

organization report

Law, governance, land
tenure, housing, social

science, judiciary

Resetting the legal and
institutional framework Nigeria [86,87] Journal articles Land administration,

governance

Land readjustment Rwanda [74,88,89] Journal articles
Rural development, land

reform, post-conflict
reconstruction

Decentralization of real
estate tenure system Ethiopia [90–94] Journal articles,

book chapter

Politics, governance,
agriculture, land tenure,

spatial development
Decentralization of

congested urban
functions

The United States
of America [56,58,60,61,65,66,95] Journal articles,

website

Urban governance, real
estate, urban planning, social

science, economics

4.3.1. Real Estate Innovations in Post-Earthquake Haiti
Land Regeneration Concept

“Overcoming Land Tenure Barriers” is an initiative of the Organization for Migration
in Haiti. It aims to address the post-earthquake tenure challenges by ensuring equality
among cities and balancing use in housing and infrastructure. This project is divided
into three stages: the first stage involves gathering data regarding the catastrophic effects
on ownership and analyzing proposals of temporary settlements for the displaced [84].
The second illuminates the legal occupancy of real estate in affected neighborhoods and
determines who owns the actual property rights and who violated the rights of others.
The next step addresses conflicts with the help of Shelter’s legal team that is guided by a
flexible legal standard that aims to discover the root cause of real estate vulnerability in
disasters according to local specificities. It is also responsible for recording property claims,
identifying cases that need property dispute resolution mechanisms, and providing legal
assistance for returnees [41].

Access to Fair Adjudication

The Haitian government enacts a modern post-disaster strategy through formal legal
reform—as a response to the inaction of the legal system—to uphold the strong judicial
decision. Case in point: the role of legal representation for victims of forced eviction has
been promoted in the court to encourage return and support fair compensation. Another
plan conducted by the Haiti Property Law Working Group includes local and international
actors concerned about creating a modern cadaster system as legal proof that protects
human rights [40].

Due to the profound schism between the formal and informal justice systems, multi-
stakeholders justice has become dominant, particularly when social systems substitute
partly for the rule of law [85], by which the majority is unable to access real justice. In
this regard, a research workshop hosted by a Haitian research institution titled “Mapping
Justice and Rule of Law in Haiti” to optimize the practice of the justice system by fostering
cooperation between civil society, government, and the international community, as well as
experts from different countries, have a similar case to listen to foreign counterparts and
consider the possibility of applying them in the Haitian context [11].

4.3.2. Real Estate Innovations in Post-Conflict Lagos State: Resetting the Legal and
Institutional Framework

The government of Lagos State established a new directorate of land regularization
supported by the Security Justice and Growth (SJG) program. It provided the means to
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secure people’s rights by granting statutorily recognizable real estate documents, thereby
helping to solve the problem of land tenure pluralism. The land regularization directorate
in 2006 enabled more than 6000 people to regularize their property and reach the realm of
statutory titling, thereby achieving a balance in access to development for all of the own-
ers [86]. Therefore, the land regularization concept contributed to bridging the gap between
a statutory system of land tenure and diverse customary systems to reduce the possibility
of conflict between formal and informal real estate over the entire geographical area of the
state. Additionally, the importance of adopting an equitable land administration system
driven by innovation should be emphasized, as it promotes a fit-for-purpose approach.
Simultaneously, it ensures that citizens can make an efficient and transparent contribution
to the land administration system, while also ensuring the balanced distribution of social
benefits with regard to the spatial aspect of community to eventually promote fairness and
equity in land access, the relocation process, and organizing rights [87].

4.3.3. Real Estate Innovations in Post-Conflict Rwanda: Land Readjustment Concept

Land access after civil conflicts is riddled with repressive inequality owing to the
increasing economic and political ascendancy. In response to unjust behaviors after conflicts,
the land readjustment process to achieve social empowerment in Rwanda can be viewed as
an appropriate conceptualization in contemplating how spatial balance can prevail over
the urban area and its rural surroundings because land policy has considerably changed
the way land access was dealt with after the conflicts, since the most important share of
land in Rwanda lies in hands of the rich elite [89]. Land consolidation is the first step that
operationally regroups plots of land into objectives concerning changing the land division
strategy to obtain more appropriate use [88]. Then, the distribution process for landless
people, who were refugees and returned after the conflict ended, followed a comprehensive
policy of defining landlessness against clear criteria for allocation considering the spatial
balance between urban and rural areas and preventing potential social tensions among
society. These criteria are accompanied by a modernized real estate cadaster, providing
offers of acquisition for long-term leases and a cooperative agreement between claimants,
community, and state [74]. Admittedly, the regeneration of real estate can be violently
confronted by illegitimate power. Thus, it is necessary to apply this policy in accordance
with international parameters to ensure that rights holders regain their rights to facilitate
socio-spatial justice among urban and rural areas.

4.3.4. Real Estate Innovations in Post-Conflict Ethiopia: Decentralization of Real Estate
Tenure System

The effective practice of decentralization in many countries facilitated the development
of spatial-equivalent infrastructure, through the fair allocation of resources with the aim of
lower spatial inter-regional disparity [91]. The decentralized administration in Ethiopia has
gradually improved in the real estate sector, based on the development model that mainly
depends on efficiency and productivity, in the context of promoting the efficiency of real
estate and local administrative land structures [92]. This is because the decentralization
of land functions was anticipated to solve real estate insecurity through a local solution.
This was attributed to the fact that the land tenure would be more secured by promoting
the productivity, effectiveness, and accountability of the real estate system in addition to
providing more operational real estate practices. Moreover, this decentralization helps
to raise the image of the government among the local community and guides people to
naturally increase their knowledge about legislation and their rights [93].

The regional government in Ethiopia is responsible for legislation toward flexible
executive procedures along with single decentralization programs, which are conducted
by local authorities that are concerned with improving real estate local norms, observing
unused land, allocating them fairly, solving land disputes, and improving the quality of
the cadaster [90,92]. This implies fostering the local community in a way that ensures a
sustainable relation between citizens and real estate authorities, as well as promoting the
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equitable sharing of government expenditures on social and economic development. This
will reflect a spatial balance between all parts of the city and between rural and urban areas
in a determined geographic region. Hence, the decentralization of the real estate tenure
system plays a vital role in reducing the possibility of spatial conflicts and spatial disparity
in regional development [96].

A decentralized clustering structure has proven to be effective for better control of
cities’ functions by controlling the population density. This can be achieved by enforcing
the concept of suburban and outer-suburban satellite cities to establish new settlements that
meet the sustainable relocation program’s needs, particularly in the post-disaster phase [94].
In this manner, a balanced distribution of services can be achieved among disaster-torn
regions. This highlights the vital importance of decentralization in terms of providing
equitable opportunities to ultimately ensure comprehensive spatial development.

4.3.5. Innovations Addressing the Spatial Impacts of COVID-19 on the Real Estate

Urban innovations are being followed across the world to deal with epidemic diseases
by fostering coverage of urban social protection [60] and providing a human-centered
strategy to promote a healthier environment in urban areas to cope with the current crisis
and to be more immune to epidemic diseases in the future [56]. One such strategy is
15-min city, which seeks to conduct urban renewal on a temporal basis by encouraging
slow mobility among services that can be reached within 15 min, thereby resetting land use
and urban functions that will dramatically change the way real estate conducted [61,95].
Furthermore, moving to a decentralized world where everybody lives in equitable low-
density environment [58], in which cities can breathe by decentralization of congested urban
functions, and start to strengthen communities far from the city center [64]. A modern
urban structure featuring a fast and smart link between cities facilitated by improving
transport networks, accessibility, and technology [65].

The local governments in the United States of America have not resisted real estate
changes triggered by COVID-19. However, strategic adaptability has been evolved on the
basis of more livable metropolitan areas with fewer users and less crowded centers, thereby
facilitating the transition and expanding public transportation networks with slower fre-
quencies. In addition, the federal governments mitigate the bad impact of COVID-19 on
local governments by supporting municipalities through recovery procedures, such as
the Fed’s municipal lending facilities. Nevertheless, these procedures are still short-term.
Hence, the city centers have to think sustainably by balancing their budgets and decreasing
spending [66].

5. Conclusions

This research was conducted to sketch out a comparative framework for discussing the
real estate challenges and innovations in the context of observing the spatial dimension of
disaster-affected countries. This helps to understand the mutual effects of real estate during
times of disaster on legislation, administration, social justice, security, and shocking global
pandemic. Spatial imbalance can prevail owing to lawlessness and double legal parameters
that lead to overly poor property enforcement, which reinforces the crack between the
strata of society. This necessitates fostering fair real estate adjudication and promoting
fit-for-purpose strategies to restore owners’ rights and achieve a balanced society. There is
sufficient evidence to support the claim that equitable real estate legislation bringing about
the enhancement of social inclusion and strengthening the affiliation concept between
people and their surroundings, thereby fostering the security of property rights, and this
confirms the validity of the first hypothesis.

Furthermore, the multiplicity of real estate administration and tenure systems has been
a critical component of disputes that erupt over estates due to conflicting interests and rights.
To address this, we need a renewed approach that keeps pace with maintaining spatial
balance during the emergency. Successful real estate administration requires equitable
access to property to obtain socio-spatial justice; otherwise, social disparity will aggravate
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the insecurity problem, which forced people to migrate to more secure places, causing
an exacerbation of spatial imbalance. The second hypothesis is validated to some extent;
however, demographic change stemming from forced displacement is a critical factor in
property imbalance. This related to the enforced disappearance of original property forming
a serious obstacle in front of balanced access to real estate in the post-conflict phase.

Real estate security has posed a serious challenge that destroys the sense of belonging
to a place due to lack of sustainability. This research, in this respect, illustrated the role of
decentralization in making the process of securing real estate more effective in practice.
The third hypothesis has been validated in the Ethiopian case study, which emphasizes the
role of a decentralized administration system in enhancing coherence between real estate
policies, executive programs, and the concerned population, thereby promoting an urban
spatial balance.

Urban decentralization can also be resilient post-pandemic recovery, which enhances
balance in terms of spatial matching of population and geographical equality, particularly
with unprecedented COVID-19 protection measures like lockdowns and working from
home, which lead to disruption in global real estate markets resulting from shocking spatial
shifts in real estate demand.

The limitation of this research is that, whereas real estate innovations during disasters
have been discussed from a social, administrative, and legal perspective, any innovations
in econometric techniques for properties valuation and monitoring real estate distortions
during and after disasters have yet to be established. Future research should investigate
novel technical innovations, which analyze the urban imbalance, by using smart data
visualization of the integration between real estate markets and spatial dimensions of
urban areas. Additionally, it can open up areas for critical research to investigate the
disadvantages of previous real estate innovations so as to develop real estate performance.
Thus, it may provide new strategies to mitigate the effects of disasters and even reduce the
possibility of their occurrence in order that global stability must be ensured.
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