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Abstract- Fire disasters represent a significant urban risk
in developing countries, particularly within informal
market environments characterized by high density, weak
regulation, and inadequate infrastructure. This study
critically examines the causes and socio-economic
impacts of fire disasters in Onitsha Main Market,
Anambra State, Nigeria, using a systematic literature
review and narrative synthesis approach. A total of 17
relevant studies were selected through a PRISMA-guided
process and analyzed thematically. The findings reveal
that fire incidents in market settings are driven by a
combination of technical, human, and structural factors.
Electrical faults, arising from illegal connections and
poor wiring systems, emerged as the most frequent
triggers, while unsafe practices such as the use of open
flames and improper storage of flammable materials
further increase fire risk. Structural issues, including
overcrowding and poor market layout, exacerbate fire
spread and hinder emergency response. The study also
highlights the profound socio-economic consequences of
fire disasters, including loss of capital, business
disruption, and increased poverty among traders. At a
broader level, recurrent fires undermine market stability,
disrupt supply chains, and weaken urban economic
resilience. These impacts are reinforced by systemic
weaknesses such as weak regulatory enforcement,
inadequate preparedness, and the informality of market
systems. The study concludes that effective fire risk
management in Onitsha Main Market requires integrated,
multi-dimensional strategies addressing both immediate
hazards and underlying institutional challenges.
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L. INTRODUCTION

Fire disasters constitute a major category of urban
hazards  globally, with particularly  severe
implications in developing countries where rapid
urbanization, weak regulatory frameworks, and
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inadequate infrastructure converge to heighten
vulnerability (Adelekan, 2020; Hossain, 2017; World
Bank, 2018). In sub-Saharan Africa, recurring fire
outbreaks in densely populated urban centers and
informal economic hubs have emerged as a persistent
challenge, often resulting in extensive loss of
property, disruption of livelihoods, and long-term
socio-economic instability (Abunyewah et al., 2023;
Olokesusi & Aiyegbajeje, 2019). Among these,
traditional markets central to commerce and survival
in many African cities, are especially prone to fire
disasters due to their structural characteristics and
operational dynamics.

Nigeria, as Africa’s largest economy with a vast
informal sector, has witnessed frequent fire incidents
across major commercial cities such as Lagos, Aba,
and Onitsha. These incidents have drawn increasing
scholarly and policy attention due to their recurring
nature and devastating consequences (Adegun 2021).
Markets in Nigeria serve not only as centers of trade
but also as critical nodes of socio-economic
interaction, employment generation, and wealth
distribution. However, the concentration of
flammable goods, poor electrical installations,
overcrowding, and limited adherence to fire safety
standards render these environments highly
susceptible to fire outbreaks (Odaudu, 2021). The
problem is further exacerbated by inadequate fire
prevention infrastructure and weak enforcement of
safety regulations.

Onitsha Main Market, located in Anambra State,
stands out as one of the largest and busiest markets in
West Africa, accommodating thousands of traders
and attracting millions of customers annually. Its
prominence is deeply rooted in the historical
evolution of Onitsha as a major commercial center
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south of the River Niger, where trade networks have
long facilitated the movement of goods across
regional and national boundaries (Adelekan 2016;
Akinyemi, 2019). The market functions as a critical
distribution hub, linking manufacturers, wholesalers,
and retailers, and serving as a gateway for the
circulation of commodities to various parts of Nigeria
and neighboring countries. This centrality within
regional trade systems underscores its strategic
economic importance, not only as a marketplace but
also as a driver of employment, entrepreneurship, and
urban economic growth.

Despite its economic significance, the market has
experienced multiple fire incidents over the years,
leading to substantial financial losses and raising
serious concerns about safety and risk management
(Okolo & Onwuegbusi 2023; Ojo & Olorunfemi,
2018). Historical and contemporary accounts indicate
that these fire outbreaks have repeatedly disrupted
commercial activities, destroyed goods worth
millions of naira, and undermined the livelihoods of
traders who depend heavily on daily transactions for
survival. The persistence of such incidents points to
underlying structural and institutional deficiencies,
including inadequate fire prevention infrastructure,
poor enforcement of safety regulations, and limited
emergency response capacity (Odaudu, 2021). These
recurring disasters therefore highlight systemic
vulnerabilities within the market environment,
necessitating a critical and sustained examination of
both their root causes and broader socio-economic
implications.

Existing literature indicates that the causes of fire
disasters in traditional markets are multifaceted,
encompassing a complex interaction of human,
technical, and structural factors. Electrical faults
often arising from illegal connections, overloading of
circuits, substandard wiring, and poor maintenance
are consistently identified as the most prevalent
triggers of market fires (Odaudu, 2021; Makinde &
Olatunji, 2025; Oteng-Ababio & Sarpong, 2015). In
many informal market settings, traders independently
install power sources without adherence to safety
standards, thereby increasing the likelihood of short
circuits and electrical sparks. Complementing these

well as the improper storage of highly flammable
materials such as textiles, plastics, and fuel products.
These practices, often driven by necessity within the
informal economy, significantly heighten the
probability of ignition and fire escalation.

Structural and spatial characteristics of traditional
markets further intensify fire vulnerability. Many
markets are characterized by overcrowded stalls,
unregulated expansions, and narrow access routes
that impede both evacuation and emergency response
(Larassati, 2021; Agyekum-Sah & Amos-Abanyie,
2025). The absence of adequate firebreaks,
emergency exits, and functional firefighting
equipment allows fires to spread rapidly once ignited.
Additionally, weak enforcement of building codes
and urban planning regulations contributes to unsafe
market configurations, while limited institutional
oversight perpetuates these conditions. A critical
dimension highlighted in the literature is the low
level of fire safety awareness among traders, many of
whom lack basic knowledge of prevention measures
and emergency response procedures (Makinde &
Olatunji, 2025). This combination of infrastructural
deficiencies and behavioral factors creates an
environment in which even minor incidents can
escalate into large-scale disasters.

Beyond immediate physical destruction, the socio-
economic impacts of market fire disasters are
profound and far-reaching. For many traders,
particularly those operating within the informal
sector, market activities constitute their primary or
sole source of livelihood, with little or no access to
insurance  or  formal financial  protection.
Consequently, fire incidents often result in the
sudden loss of capital, goods, and business
infrastructure, pushing affected individuals into
severe financial hardship and, in some cases, chronic
poverty (Abegunde, 2011; Azumyarn et al., 2025).
The effects extend beyond individual traders to
households and communities, as reduced income
undermines access to essential services such as
education, healthcare, and housing. At a broader
scale, recurrent market fires disrupt supply chains,
reduce commercial productivity, and contribute to
price instability in wurban economies, thereby

risks is the widespread use of open flames for amplifying their overall socio-economic
cooking, lighting, and other commercial activities, as consequences.
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In addition to economic losses, fire disasters have
social and psychological implications. The
destruction of livelihoods can lead to increased stress,
displacement, and social dislocation among affected
populations. Moreover, recurrent fire incidents may
erode public confidence in institutional capacity to
manage risks and respond effectively to emergencies
(Ejemeyovwi et al., 2022). This underscores the
importance of examining not only the immediate
causes of fire outbreaks but also the institutional and
governance frameworks that shape disaster risk
management in such contexts.

Scholarly studies on fire disasters in African markets
have increasingly emphasized the role of the informal
sector in shaping risk dynamics. Informal markets
often operate outside formal regulatory systems,
resulting in limited oversight and enforcement of
safety standards (Abunyewah et al., 2023). This
regulatory gap, combined with rapid urban expansion
and inadequate planning, contributes to the
persistence of fire hazards. Comparative studies
across African cities reveal similar patterns,
suggesting that the challenges observed in Onitsha
Main Market are part of a broader regional
phenomenon (Du Toit, 2009; Hamulangu, 2024).

Despite the growing body of literature on fire
disasters, there remains a need for comprehensive
and systematic synthesis of existing knowledge,
particularly in relation to specific high-risk locations
such as Onitsha Main Market. Previous studies have
often focused on isolated incidents or specific aspects
of fire risk, with limited integration of findings across
different contexts. A systematic literature review with
narrative synthesis offers a robust methodological
approach to address this gap by consolidating diverse
evidence, identifying recurring themes, and providing
a holistic understanding of the issue (Larassati,
2021).

This study therefore seeks to critically analyze the
causes and socio-economic impacts of fire disasters
in Onitsha Main Market through a systematic
literature review and narrative synthesis design. By
examining existing research, the study aims to
identify key risk factors, assess the extent of socio-
economic consequences, and highlight gaps in
current knowledge and policy frameworks. Such an
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analysis is essential for informing effective
interventions, enhancing disaster preparedness, and
promoting sustainable market development.

II. MATERIALS AND METHODS

This study adopts a systematic literature review
(SLR) with a narrative synthesis approach to
critically examine the causes and socio-economic
impacts of fire disasters in Onitsha Main Market,
Anambra State, Nigeria. A systematic literature
review is appropriate for this research as it enables
the comprehensive identification, evaluation, and
synthesis of existing scholarly evidence on a given
topic using transparent and replicable procedures.
The study is guided by established methodological
frameworks for systematic reviews, particularly the
Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews
and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA), which provides a
structured process for literature identification,
screening, eligibility assessment, and inclusion
(Zhang et al., 2023; Abbas et al., 2023). The narrative
synthesis design is employed due to the heterogeneity
of the selected studies, allowing for qualitative
integration of findings across diverse contexts and
methodologies.

Search Strategy and Data Sources

A comprehensive literature search was conducted
across multiple academic databases to ensure broad
coverage of relevant studies. These databases
included Google Scholar, Scopus, Web of Science,
ScienceDirect, and ResearchGate. The search process
utilized a combination of keywords and Boolean
operators tailored to the study objectives. Key search
terms included: “fire disasters,” ‘“market fires,”
“informal markets,” “Onitsha Main Market,”
“Nigeria,” “fire risk factors,” “socio-economic
impacts,” and “urban market safety.” Variations and
combinations of these terms were used to capture a
wide range of relevant publications. The search was
limited to studies published in English to ensure
consistency in analysis. In addition, reference lists of
selected  articles were manually reviewed
(snowballing technique) to identify further relevant
studies not captured in the initial search (Page et al.,
2020).
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Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

To ensure relevance and quality, explicit inclusion
and exclusion criteria were applied. Studies were
included if they: (i) focused on fire disasters in
markets, informal settlements, or urban commercial
environments; (ii) examined causes, risk factors,
prevention, or socio-economic impacts of fire
incidents; (iii) were peer-reviewed journal articles,
conference papers, theses, or credible institutional
reports; and (iv) provided empirical or theoretical
insights relevant to the African or developing country
context. Conversely, studies were excluded if they:
(1) focused solely on non-urban or wildland fires
without relevance to market settings; (ii) lacked
sufficient ~methodological rigor or full-text
availability; or (iii) were opinion pieces without
empirical or analytical grounding. These criteria
ensured that only high-quality and -contextually
relevant studies were retained for analysis (Snyder,
2019).

Study Selection Process

The study selection process followed the standard
PRISMA flow, consisting of four key stages:
identification, screening, eligibility, and inclusion.
Initially, all retrieved records were compiled and
duplicates removed. Titles and abstracts were then
screened to eliminate clearly irrelevant studies.
Subsequently, full-text articles were assessed against
the inclusion criteria to determine their eligibility.
This rigorous filtering process ensured that the final
dataset comprised studies directly relevant to fire
disasters in market environments. The systematic
screening process enhances the transparency and
reproducibility of the review, reducing the risk of
selection bias (Petticrew et al., 2025).

Data Extraction and Analysis

Data extraction was conducted using a structured
framework to capture key information from each
selected study. Extracted data included author(s),
year of publication, study location, research design,
identified causes of fire disasters, and reported socio-
economic impacts. The extracted data were then
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analyzed using narrative synthesis, which involves
organizing and interpreting findings thematically
rather than statistically. This approach is particularly
suitable where studies are diverse in design and
context, as it allows for the identification of recurring
patterns, relationships, and gaps in the literature
(Tranfield et al., 2003; Snyder, 2019). Themes such
as electrical causes, structural vulnerabilities,
governance issues, and livelihood impacts were
developed and synthesized across studies.

Reliability and Validity Considerations

To enhance the reliability and validity of the review,
several measures were adopted. First, the use of a
systematic and transparent search strategy minimizes
bias and ensures replicability. Second, the application
of clearly defined inclusion and exclusion criteria
enhances consistency in study selection. Third,
triangulation of findings across multiple studies
strengthens the credibility of the conclusions. Finally,
adherence to PRISMA  guidelines  ensures
methodological rigor and clarity in reporting. Despite
these measures, the study acknowledges potential
limitations, including publication bias and the
exclusion of non-English studies, which may limit
the generalizability of findings.

III. SYSTEMIC REVIEW

Over 120 records were identified from major
academic databases, including Google Scholar,
Scopus, and ScienceDirect. Following the removal of
duplicates and the screening of titles and abstracts,
approximately 65 studies were retained. Subsequent
full-text assessment based on predefined inclusion
criteria resulted in 28 eligible studies. From these, 17
high-quality studies were ultimately selected for
inclusion in the narrative synthesis, based on their
relevance to fire disasters in market and informal
urban settings, their focus on causal factors and
socio-economic impacts, and the strength of their
methodological or empirical contributions.
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Table 1: Summary of Selected Literature (PRISMA Final Set)

S/N = Author(s)

10

11

Makinde, O., &
Olatunji, M.

Larassati, D.

Abunyewah, M.,
Okyere, S. A., &
Frimpong, L. K.

Agyekum-Sah, J.,
& Amos-Abanyie,
S.

Odaudu, U. S.

Popoola, A.,
Adekalu, B., Audu,
A., Adeleye, B., &
Jiyah, F.

Alabi, M.,
Adekalu, B., &
Popoola, A.

Sunday, O. U.,
Zubairu, S. N., &
Isah, A. D.

Aning-Agyei, P.
G., Aning-Agyei,
M. A., & Osei-
Tutu, B.
Mwakatage, B. J.,
Gwahula, R., &
Shayo, F.

Mubita, K., Milupi,
I., & Kalimaposo,
K.
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Year

2025

2021

2023

2025

2021

2016

2021

2019

2025

2024

2023
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Study
Location
Nigeria
(Tlorin)

Global
(incl.
Nigeria)

Ghana

Ghana

Nigeria

Nigeria

(Lagos)

Nigeria

Nigeria

(Abuja)

Ghana

Tanzania

Zambia

Study Design

Case study

Systematic literature
review

Qualitative study

Empirical (conference
study)

Evaluation study

(PhD)

Descriptive survey

Cross-sectional

survey

Case study

Mixed-methods study

Behavioral study

Literature review

Key Focus

Fire risk
management in
informal markets

Causes and
impacts of market
fires

Fire risk
communication in
informal markets

Market design
and fire risk

Fire safety
compliance in
markets

Causes and
characteristics of
market fires

Trader
experiences of
fire disasters

Causes and
prevention of
market fires

Economic
impacts of market
fires

Fire prevention
behavior

Fire safety
management
strategies

Key Findings

Inadequate safety
practices and low
awareness
significantly
increase fire risk
Electrical faults and
human negligence
are dominant causes
across contexts
Limited risk
communication and
awareness heighten
vulnerability
Congestion and poor
spatial layout
accelerate fire
spread

Weak enforcement
of fire safety
regulations increases
disaster frequency
Electrical faults and
improper storage of
flammable goods are
primary causes
Significant financial
losses and absence
of insurance
mechanisms

Illegal electrical
connections and
poor planning are
key triggers

Fire disasters lead to
capital loss and
business
discontinuity

Risk perception
significantly
influences
preparedness levels
Lack of
infrastructure and
preparedness
worsens fire impacts
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12 Owusu-Sekyere, 2020 Ghana
E., & Attakora-

Amaniampong, E.

13 Mensah, P., 2026 Ghana
Boampong, E., & study
Atter, E. K.

14  Oteng-Ababio, M., | 2015 Ghana
& Sarpong, A. O.

15  Adelekan, I. O. 2010 Nigeria

16  Jha, A. K., Bloch, 2012  Global
R., & Lamond, J.

17  UNISDR (United 2015 = Global
Nations)

IV. DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS

The synthesis of the reviewed literature reveals a
complex and interrelated set of factors underpinning
the occurrence and consequences of fire disasters in
market environments. These findings are organized
into three major thematic clusters: causal factors,
socio-economic impacts, and systemic weaknesses.
Across these clusters, a consistent pattern emerges in
which immediate triggers of fire incidents are deeply
embedded within broader structural and institutional
deficiencies characteristic of informal wurban
economies in developing countries, particularly in

Policy report

Urban risk analysis

Conceptual/analytical

Qualitative study

Empirical study

Analytical study

Risk
accumulation in
market
environments
Urban fire
resilience

Fire risk in
informal
settlements

Urban
vulnerability and
disasters

Urban disaster

risk management

Disaster risk

Informal structures
and unplanned
growth increase
vulnerability
Recurrent market
fires undermine
urban economic
resilience

Weak institutional
control and
informality increase
fire incidence

Poor urban planning
and infrastructure
exacerbate disaster
impacts

Institutional
weaknesses increase
disaster vulnerability
in cities
Emphasizes need for
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Fig 1: Causal Factors of Market Fire Disaster

sub-Saharan Africa.

1.
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Causal Factors of Market Fire Disasters

The literature consistently identifies fire disasters in
markets as the outcome of multiple interacting causal
factors, which can be broadly categorized into
technical, human, and structural dimensions. Among
these, electrical faults emerge as the most frequently
cited proximate cause. Studies across Nigeria and
other African contexts highlight the prevalence of
illegal electrical connections, overloaded circuits, and
substandard wiring systems as major ignition sources
(Popoola et al., 2016; Sunday et al., 2019; Larassati,
2021). These unsafe electrical practices are often
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driven by the informal nature of market operations,
where traders independently install power sources
without adherence to safety standards. Consequently,
electrical sparks and short circuits frequently trigger
fires, particularly in densely packed trading
environments.

Closely linked to electrical hazards are human
behavioral factors, particularly negligence and unsafe
practices. The literature emphasizes the role of poor
safety awareness, carelessness in handling ignition
sources, and risky commercial practices such as the
use of open flames and improper storage of
flammable materials (Makinde & Olatunji, 2025;
Abunyewah et al., 2023). In many cases, traders lack
basic knowledge of fire prevention measures or
underestimate the risks associated with their
activities. Mwakatage et al. (2024) further
demonstrate that risk perception significantly
influences preparedness behavior, suggesting that
low perceived vulnerability contributes to inadequate
preventive actions. This behavioral dimension is
critical, as even where basic safety infrastructure
exists, poor user practices can negate its
effectiveness.

In addition to technical and human factors, structural
and spatial characteristics of markets significantly
exacerbate fire risk and propagation. Many traditional
markets are characterized by unplanned layouts,
overcrowding, and narrow access routes that impede
both evacuation and firefighting efforts (Agyekum-
Sah & Amos-Abanyie, 2025, Owusu-Sekyere et al.,
2020). The absence of firebreaks, inadequate spacing
between stalls, and the clustering of highly
flammable goods create conditions in which fires
spread rapidly once ignited. Adelekan (2010) situates
these issues within broader wurban planning
deficiencies, arguing that poor infrastructure and
unregulated development amplify disaster
vulnerability in Nigerian cities. Thus, market fires are
not merely accidental events but are facilitated by
deeply embedded spatial and infrastructural
constraints.
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2. Socio-Economic Impacts of Market Fire Disasters

SOCIO-ECONOMIC IMPACTS
OF MARKET FIRE DISASTERS

LOSS OF CAPITAL HOUSEHOLD AND WIDER ECONOMIC
AND LIVELIHOODS COMMUNITY WELFARE IMPLICATIONS
Impacts on Traders Social Consequences Effocts on the Urban Economy

 Limited recover oo
stmence of social safety nets.

¢ I J
v

OVERALL OUTCOME

aftoct
raders, households, and communities, while undermning urban economies
and increasing winerabilty.

Fig 2: Socio-economic Impact of Market Fire
Disaster

Beyond their immediate physical destruction, market
fire disasters have profound and far-reaching socio-
economic consequences, particularly for actors
within the informal economy. A central finding
across the literature is the loss of capital and
livelihoods  experienced by traders. Market
participants often invest their entire savings in goods
and stalls, with little or no access to insurance or
formal financial protection mechanisms. As a result,
fire incidents frequently lead to total asset loss,
forcing traders into financial distress or long-term
economic hardship (4labi et al., 2021; Aning-Agyei
et al., 2025). This vulnerability is especially acute in
contexts such as Onitsha Main Market, where trading
constitutes the primary source of income for
thousands of households.

The impacts of these losses extend beyond individual
traders to affect households and community welfare.
Reduced income following fire incidents
compromises the ability of affected individuals to
meet basic needs, including food, healthcare, and
education. This creates a ripple effect in which
market fires contribute to broader patterns of urban
poverty and social vulnerability. The absence of
social safety nets further exacerbates these outcomes,
leaving affected populations with limited avenues for
recovery. In this regard, market fire disasters can be
understood not only as economic shocks but also as
drivers of social inequality and marginalization.
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At a macro level, the literature also highlights the
wider economic implications of recurrent market
fires. Markets such as those in Lagos, Accra, and
Onitsha serve as critical nodes in regional supply
chains, facilitating the distribution of goods across
urban and rural areas. Disruptions caused by fire
incidents can therefore lead to shortages of
commodities, price increases, and reduced
commercial activity (Mensah et al., 2026). Over time,
repeated fire  disasters undermine  business
confidence, discourage investment, and weaken the
overall resilience of urban economies. This aligns
with broader findings in disaster risk literature, which
emphasize the cumulative economic effects of
recurrent hazards in developing cities (Jha et al.,
2012).

3. Systemic Weaknesses and Institutional Failures

SYSTEMIC WEAKNESSES AND INSTITUTIONAL FAILURES

Underlying Drivers of Market Fire Risk
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Fig 3: Underlying Drivers of Market Fire Risk

While causal factors and socio-economic impacts
provide insight into the immediate dynamics of
market fires, the literature strongly suggests that
these disasters are ultimately rooted in deeper
systemic weaknesses and institutional failures. A
recurring theme is the inadequate enforcement of fire
safety regulations. Odaudu (2021) identifies
significant gaps in compliance with national fire
safety codes in Nigerian markets, attributing this to
weak regulatory oversight and limited institutional
capacity. Similarly, Oteng-Ababio and Sarpong
(2015) argue that informal settlements and markets
often operate outside formal governance structures,
resulting in minimal enforcement of safety standards.
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Another critical systemic issue is the informality of
market systems, which shapes both risk exposure and
response capacity. Informal markets are typically
characterized by self-regulation, limited planning,
and absence of formal infrastructure, all of which
contribute to heightened vulnerability. Owusu-
Sekyere et al. (2020) describe this as a process of
“risk accumulation,” where incremental and
unregulated developments create increasingly
hazardous conditions over time. This informality also
limits access to institutional support mechanisms,
such as insurance, emergency services, and financial
assistance, thereby compounding the impacts of fire
disasters.

Furthermore, the literature points to deficiencies in
disaster preparedness and response systems. Many
markets lack basic firefighting equipment, functional
water supply systems, and accessible emergency
routes, while fire service agencies are often under-
resourced and slow to respond (Mubita et al., 2023).
In addition, poor coordination among stakeholders—
including market authorities, local governments, and
emergency services—reduces the effectiveness of
disaster response efforts. The UNISDR (2015)
emphasizes the importance of proactive risk
governance, arguing that effective disaster risk
reduction requires integrated approaches that
combine infrastructure, policy, and community
engagement.

Finally, broader issues of urban governance and
planning underpin many of the identified challenges.
Rapid urbanization in developing countries has
outpaced the capacity of planning institutions,
leading to the proliferation of unregulated market
spaces. As highlighted by Jha et al. (2012),
institutional weaknesses in urban management
systems significantly increase vulnerability to
disasters. In this context, market fire disasters can be
seen as symptomatic of wider governance failures,
rather than isolated incidents.
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4. Bringing the Clusters Together

An Integrated Understanding of Market Fire Disasters

Fig 4: Integrated Understanding of Market Fire
Disasters

Taken together, the findings indicate that fire
disasters in markets such as Onitsha Main Market are
not merely the result of isolated technical failures or
individual negligence. Rather, they arise from the
intersection of immediate risk factors and deeper
systemic vulnerabilities. Electrical faults, unsafe
practices, and poor market design act as direct
triggers, while socio-economic conditions and
institutional deficiencies shape both exposure and
outcomes. The interplay between these factors creates
a cycle of vulnerability in which fire disasters recur
and their impacts are amplified over time.

This integrated understanding underscores the need
for a multi-dimensional approach to fire disaster
management, one that addresses not only technical
and behavioral factors but also structural and
institutional constraints. Without such an approach,
efforts to mitigate fire risks in markets are likely to
remain fragmented and ineffective.

V. CONCLUSION

This study set out to critically examine the causes and
socio-economic impacts of fire disasters in Onitsha
Main Market through a systematic literature review
and narrative synthesis. The findings reveal that fire
disasters in market environments are not isolated or
purely accidental events; rather, they are the outcome
of deeply interconnected technical, behavioral,
structural, and institutional factors. In the specific
context of Onitsha Main Market, these dynamics are
amplified by the scale, density, and economic
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centrality of the market, making it particularly
vulnerable to recurrent fire outbreaks.

At the immediate level, the evidence shows that
electrical faults, unsafe human practices, and poor
market layout constitute the primary triggers of fire
incidents. However, these proximate causes are
embedded within broader systemic conditions,
including weak enforcement of safety regulations,
inadequate infrastructure, and the informal nature of
market operations. In Onitsha Main Market, where
thousands of traders operate within congested and
often unregulated spaces, these risk factors converge
to create a highly combustible environment. The
absence of clearly defined fire lanes, limited access
for emergency services, and widespread use of
substandard electrical connections significantly
increase both the likelihood and severity of fire
outbreaks.

The socio-economic consequences of these disasters
are particularly severe in Onitsha due to the market’s
role as a major commercial hub in West Africa. Fire
incidents result in the destruction of goods worth
millions of naira, leading to massive loss of capital,
business disruption, and livelihood collapse. For
many traders, who rely entirely on daily market
activities and lack access to insurance or formal
financial support, such losses can be devastating and
long-lasting. The ripple effects extend beyond
individual traders to affect households, supply chains,
and regional economic stability. Recurrent fire
disasters therefore not only undermine individual
economic security but also weaken the broader
commercial ecosystem that sustains the city of
Onitsha and its surrounding regions.

Furthermore, the persistence of fire disasters in
Onitsha Main Market reflects systemic governance
and planning failures. The literature indicates that
existing  regulatory  frameworks are either
inadequately enforced or poorly adapted to the
realities of informal markets. Emergency response
systems are often  under-resourced,  while
coordination between market authorities, local
government, and fire services remains limited. As a
result, fire incidents are not only frequent but also
poorly managed, leading to avoidable losses and
prolonged recovery periods. This underscores the
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need to reconceptualize market fire disasters not
merely as safety issues, but as broader challenges of
urban governance, economic resilience, and
sustainable development.

In sum, fire disasters in Onitsha Main Market are the
product of a risk accumulation process, where
vulnerabilities build over time due to neglect,
informality, and weak Iinstitutional capacity.
Addressing this challenge requires a shift from
reactive responses to proactive, integrated risk
management strategies that tackle both immediate
hazards and underlying structural conditions.

VL RECOMMENDATIONS

In light of these findings, this study proposes a set of
policy-oriented and context-specific
recommendations aimed at reducing fire risks and
enhancing resilience in Onitsha Main Market.

1. Strengthening Regulatory Enforcement and Market
Governance

There is an urgent need to enforce existing fire safety
regulations and adapt them to the realities of large
informal markets. Regulatory  agencies, in
collaboration with market associations, should
implement routine inspections of electrical
installations,  storage  practices, and  stall
configurations. Importantly, enforcement should not
be purely punitive but should incorporate capacity-
building initiatives that support traders in complying
with safety standards. Establishing a dedicated
market safety management unit within the Onitsha
Market Authority could improve oversight and
accountability.

2. Upgrading Market Infrastructure and Spatial
Planning

Physical restructuring of the market is critical to
reducing fire risk. Authorities should prioritize the
creation of designated fire lanes, wider access routes,
and clearly marked emergency exits to facilitate
evacuation and firefighting operations. Gradual
reorganization of stalls to reduce congestion and
enforce spacing standards is essential. Additionally,
investment in modern electrical infrastructure,
including standardized wiring systems and
centralized power distribution, would significantly
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reduce the incidence of electrical faults. While such
upgrades may require substantial investment, they are
necessary for long-term sustainability.

3. Enhancing Fire Safety Awareness and Behavioral
Change

Given the significant role of human factors, targeted
fire safety education programs should be
implemented for traders and market users. These
programs should focus on safe electrical practices,
proper storage of flammable materials, and basic
emergency response procedures. Market associations
can play a key role in disseminating this information
through regular meetings and training sessions.
Incorporating community-based risk communication
strategies will help ensure that safety knowledge is
not only transmitted but also internalized and
practiced.

4. Improving Emergency Preparedness and Response
Capacity

Effective response mechanisms are essential for
minimizing the impact of fire incidents. This includes
the installation of functional firefighting equipment,
such as fire extinguishers, hydrants, and water
storage facilities, at strategic locations within the
market. Regular fire drills and simulation exercises
should be conducted to improve preparedness among
traders and emergency responders. Furthermore,
strengthening the capacity of the Anambra State Fire
Service, including better equipment and faster
response systems, is crucial. Establishing on-site fire
stations or rapid response units within or near the
market could significantly reduce response times.

5. Promoting Financial Protection and Economic
Resilience

To mitigate the socio-economic impacts of fire
disasters, there is a need to develop accessible
insurance schemes tailored to informal market
traders. Government and financial institutions should
collaborate to design micro-insurance products that
are affordable and easy to access. In addition,
establishing emergency relief funds and post-disaster
support programs can help affected traders recover
more quickly and prevent long-term economic
decline. Encouraging the formation of cooperative
societies among traders may also enhance collective
financial resilience.
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6. Integrating Disaster Risk Reduction into Urban
Planning

Fire risk management should be integrated into
broader urban development and planning frameworks
in  Onitsha. This includes aligning market
development with city-wide disaster risk reduction
strategies and ensuring that future expansions adhere
to safety standards. Policymakers should adopt a
multi-stakeholder approach, involving government
agencies, market leaders, urban planners, and
emergency services in decision-making processes.
Such integration will help address the root causes of
vulnerability rather than merely responding to its
consequences.
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