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Foreword 
 

This publication is a result of a seminar arranged in Barcelona on the 18
th
 of April 2008, arranged by 

three cooperating organisations, namely a) ARCǒPEACE International Architects Designers Planners 

for Social Responsibility; b) Arquitectos Sin Fronteiras-España, and c) Architecture Sans Frontières-

Sweden (ASF-Sweden). The seminar was held in connection with the bi-annual meeting of ARCǒ-

PEACE, and with the General Assembly meeting of Architecture Sans Frontières-International (ASF-

Int). It attracted about 50 participants from 15 countries.  

One of the goals of ARCǒPEACE is ñto exercise our professional expertise in helping to design, 

improve and preserve a socially responsible built environmentò. With this goal as a basis several of 

the member organisations work with local communities to improve living conditions in slum areas. It 

is important for ARCǒPEACE to promote professional commitment to enabling housing strategies. 

The seminar is a reflection of these ambitions.  

One of the main aims of ASF-Int is to work ñfor fair and sustainable development initiatives in 

active collaboration with disadvantaged people or communitiesò. Another important aim is to ñfoster 

the socially responsible role of built environment professionals by stimulating social modes of practice 

before speculative economic profitabilityò. For these reasons it is critical for this new international 

network to focus on a deeper understanding of what is required from architects and planners with 

respect to the improvement of housing conditions of the poor, especially in low-income countries. 

Thus it was logical to choose a theme such as the present one for the seminar. 

Nowadays the United Nations Habitat organisation, the World Bank and other international bodies 

concerned with human settlement issues, agree to a large extent that past housing policies, following 

the top-down provider model, have to be replaced by what is frequently called the Enabling Strategy, 

in order to address the problem of expanding slums in low-income countries. This policy usually 

includes active community participation, gradual slum upgrading (instead of slum-clearance), self-help 

construction techniques, relaxed space standards, and formalisation of informal settlements. 

While the enabling strategy is advocated in public speeches and official documents, little is done to 

implement the new policies. Sadly enough architects and planners are often among those that are most 

reluctant to understand and implement enabling strategies. Our professions belong to the élite in soci-

ety, and the élite often detaches itself from the poor.  

If one lives under affluent conditions it is hard to understand what it means to live from $ 1 or 2 a 

day. This is what the majority of slum dwellers do. With such low incomes survival strategies become 

necessary. Food and distance to job opportunities become priorities, while infrastructural services and 

housing rank second or third. Affordability is more important than minimum standards. 

Enabling strategies imply that local communities play the major role in improving their own living 

conditions. This does not mean, however, that professional guidance is not required. On the contrary, 

creative engineering, design and planning efforts are needed in order to find new affordable solutions. 

For professionals to work with local communities new talents are required, talents such as educational 

skills, respect for women, and flexibility with respect to land tenure, plot sizes and space standards. 

Housing must be seen as a continuous incremental process, and not as a physical artefact designed and 

built at one moment in time. 

This is what this publication is about. It is hoped that the book will reach many professionals and 

other decision-makers, and that it will contribute to a better understanding of what is required to 

improve the living conditions of the poor. The publication will be available for downloading through 

the websites of our three organisations. We hope that our network will make a difference, even if our 

organisations are small. 

 

Stockholm October 2008 

 
D i c k  U r b a n  V e st b r o  

Prof.Emer. at the Dept. of Urban Planning, the Royal Institute of Technology, Stockholm 

Secretary of ARCǒPEACE and of ASF-Int, and member of the Board of ASF-Sweden 
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What are enabling housing strategies? 
 

 

 

Dick Urban Vestbro1 
 

 

 

The birth of the enabling strategy 

One of the first persons to develop ideas that later became known as the enabling strategy was the Bri-

tish architect John Turner. Around 1960 he worked as an advisor on housing to the Peruvian govern-

ment. During this time he observed a number of land invasions carried out by homeless people in 

Peruôs capital Lima. He noted that the homeless were well organized and skilled enough to build their 

own houses. Often they prepared their invasions well in advance. They sometimes even consulted land 

surveyors and planners to make secret layouts of the areas to be invaded. These plans could include 

land for plots, roads and land reserves for schools and even water towers. The invaders knew that the 

law stated that no resident could be evicted from an illegal shack without being offered a new house, if 

the house has a roof. Therefore they prepared themselves by making simple wall and roofing materials 

that could be transported on backs and bicycles and built quickly during the night of the invasion. 

Furthermore, the invaders had secured support from priests and a selected number of politicians, 

whom they promised to vote for, if their parties would support the venture.2  

The ventures of the Lima homeless challenged the dominant thinking about slums and squatters at 

the time. Politicians and planners regarded slums as devoid of any type of physical or social qualities. 

Slum dwellers were usually described as unproductive, criminal, indecent and dirty. The official 

policy was that these informal settlements (as they are called today) should be pulled down and 

replaced with mass produced minimum-standard housing units in ôpermanentô building materials and 

built according to strictly regulated urban plans. This modernist óprovider modelô was applied with a 

certain success in some of the industrialized countries, and it was exported uncritically to the 

developing countries, where the model did not work.3 
 

Figure 1. Diagram 

showing the difference 

between the housing 

system of the invaders 

in Lima and the con-

ventional provider 

model. (Source: Tur-

ner, John: Housing by 

People. Towards Au-

tonomy in Building 

Environments, Lon-

don: Marion Boyars 

1976). 

 

                                                      
1 Prof Emer at the School of Architecture and the Built Environment, The Royal Institute of Technology (KTH), 

Stockholm, dickurba@infra.kth.se, and Secretary of ARCǒPEACE. 
2 Dietz, Henry (1969): ñUrban Squatter Settlements in Peru. A Case History and Analysisò, p 353-370 in Journal 

of Inter-American Studies, Vol. 11, No. 3 (July 1969). 
3 Vestbro, Dick Urban (2001): The role of design and planning professionals for solving the global housing 

problem, Report from a Workshop at the Conference óChallenges for Science and Engineering in the 21st 

Centuryô, Stockholm, June 2000, ARCǒPEACE and Built Environment Analysis, KTH. 

mailto:dickurba@infra.kth.se
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Based on what he observed in Lima around 1960 John Turner started to write articles and books, argu-

ing that poor squatters have sufficient skills to construct their own houses. With examples from deve-

loping countries he showed that so called slums are actually improving both physically and socially, 

which contradicted the prevailing understanding of slums (based on observations of inner city deterio-

ration in Western Europe and North America). Turner also noted that public authorities usually played 

a negative role in housing since they refused to recognize the existence of informal settlements, since 

they defended outdated planning regulations, and since they clung to the provider model even when it 

became obvious that it could not solve the problem of the urban poor.  

Figure 1 shows how Turner analysed the difference between the housing system of the Lima self-

help builders compared to the modernist provider model advocated by most governments in both rich 

and poor countries. One may note that Turner recognises that homeless people actually plan their 

housing areas. In the model of óautonomous housingô the public sector plays an insignificant role. 

Sometimes the private commercial sector gets involved, but only in construction. This model stands in 

stark contrast to the modernist provider model (which Turner calls óheteronomousô), in which the 

public sector is supposed to plan as well as construct and manage housing. In practice this took place 

only within a very small sector in developing countries.
4
  

 

 
 

Figure 2. Diagram showing Turnerôs theory on the priorities of the poor with respect to housing. A = ame-
nities; T =tenure; L =location. On the left side are those who are without any income at all. For them loca-

lization near job opportunities are absolutely most important for survival, while security of tenure and 

amenities such as infrastructure and the house are less important. In the middle we find those who have a 
regular but limited income. For them land tenure becomes more important than distance to job opportu-

nities, while the house itself has lower priority. On the right we find those with higher incomes. They can 
afford transport cost. When they have secured land tenure they can start giving priority to amenities such 

as water, hard-surface streets, drainage and the house itself (Source: Caminos, Horacio; John F. C. & 

Turner and John A. Steffian: Urban Dwelling Environments. An elementary survey for the study of design 
determinants, Cambridge & London: MIT press 1969) 
 

One of the contributions that Turner made to the understanding of the housing conditions of the poor 

was the theory described in figure 2. Turner found that for the urban dweller without an income the 

most important thing is to get a job. In a poor country this means to be available where jobs may be 

offered (wage-earner by the day) or where customers are found for small-scale business. Since the 

poor person cannot afford transport costs he/she must live within walking distance from job opportu-

nities. Thus he/she pays less attention to acquiring a plot or a house. When the poor gets a regular in-

come priorities change. Then it becomes meaningful to find a better place to stay and incomes may 

allow certain travel costs. This means that the low-income earner can look for a plot at a certain dis-

tance from the city. Security of tenure is still more important than the house, however. Only when 

incomes increase further the house itself starts to become a priority. The low-income earner can usu-

ally not afford standards such as several rooms, durable building materials, drainage, paved roads or 

clean water. The élite in most countries (to which the architects and planners belong) usually do not 

want to recognize the truth of this theory.  

                                                      
4
 Turner, John (1976): Housing by People. Towards Autonomy in Building Environments, London: Marion 

Boyars. 
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Although Turnerôs ideas spread to key persons in academic institutions and international organiza-

tions, it took a long time for them to influence housing policies. At the first Habitat conference in Van-

couver 1976 (15 years after the Lima invasion) the enabling strategy was vividly discussed at the 

parallel NGO conference, but it was met by moderate interest at the official conference. Although 

many decision-makers started to see that the provider model did not work, they were not prepared to 

embark on a policy that meant legalization and upgrading of slums. It was not until Habitat II in 

Istanbul 1996 that Turnerôs ideas became integral parts of the vocabulary of official documents.5 The 

fact that decision-makers agreed about the general principles of the enabling strategy did not mean that 

such policies started to be implemented, however. 

 

Two contradictory models 

The essence of the enabling strategy has been very well described by Prof. Nabeel Hamdi of Oxford 

Brookes University. In one of his clarifying illustrations he summarizes the two contradictory models 

as shown in figure 3. The modernist provider model is characterized by the idea that ready-made, 

standardized housing units for the masses ï assumed to have equal basic needs ï are provided through 

a centralized production, based on a consolidated building industry. Hamdi argues that this model has 

failed virtually everywhere, not only in developing countries.6  

 

Figure 3. The main elements of the Provider and Supporter models, as conceived by Nabeel Hamdi. The 

question mark indicates that elements from the two models may be combined. (Source: Hamdi,: Housing 
without Houses ï Participation, Flexibility, Enablement, Intermediate Technology Publications 1991). 
 

In contrast, the enabling strategy is based on the idea that residents produce their own houses in an 

incremental process through self-help or small-scale, local construction companies. Hamdi calls this 

model Supporters as authorities are expected to support the efforts of the inhabitants. I prefer the con-

cept Enabling strategy since the word Support gives the impression that public support is the most im-

portant aspect of the model, which is not in line with the thinking of John Turner. The most important 

task of authorities is to remove obstacles when the poor enable themselves to solve their housing prob-

lem. In his book from 1991 Hamdi argues that the Support model has not been successful either. 

Therefore he asks whether we should rather see how to combine the best elements of the two models.  

                                                      
5 Habitat (1996): Habitat Agenda, Istanbul 1996. (www.unchs.org/en/publicationindex.asp)  

6 Hamdi, Nabeel (1991): Housing without Houses ï Participation, Flexibility, Enablement, Intermediate Techno-

logy Publications.  

http://www.unchs.org/en/publicationindex.asp
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For reasons given below I maintain that the enabling strategy has not been seriously implemented 

except in very few cases. Before exploring those reasons I will try to answer the question which the 

preconditions are for the provider model to be successful. 

 

Preconditions for the provider model to be successful 

Sweden is one of the very few countries where the modernist provider model has reached its aims. i.e. 

meet the demands for housing at good standards during a period of rapid urbanization. The Swedish 

model would not have been successful without high growth rates. The labour movement applied a 

Keynesian policy to strengthen the public sector and use taxes for housing subsidies. Housing was one 

of the top priorities from 1945 to 1985. To achieve the aims a legal framework and new institutions 

were set up. In contrast to other industrialized countries ï where modernism was also high fashion ï 

Swedish modernist architects became leading members of the Labour party, reaching positions as 

government advisors, directors of housing companies, chief town planners and professors at schools of 

architecture. These professionals had a strong social commitment. It became high status to engage in 

good design for the working class.7 

From my own research ï and that of my master and PhD students focusing on developing 

countries ï it is obvious that virtually none of the preconditions fulfilled by Sweden, are at hand in 

low-income countries. For instance, in Tanzania the modernist model was the favoured policy after 

independence 1961. It was not until the middle of the 1980s that politicians started to realize that this 

model had to be abandoned. Only recently a change towards the enabling strategy has been noticed. In 

academic circles competence is available to develop new housing policies, but the élite seems to have 

a vested interest in status quo. In practice a kind of enabling strategy is implemented at the grass-root 

level, as has been well described by Prof. Willibard Kombe at the Ardhi University.8  
 

Preconditions  Sweden Tanzania 

Industrialisation, high productive forces  Yes NO 

GDP per capita 20059 $ 42-49,000 $ 324-415  

Consolidated building industry  Not from start  No 

Good tax base, to be used for subsidies  Yes NO 

Strong state, will to prioritise housing  YES No, buté 

Effi cient administration, low corruption  Yes NO 

Appropriate legislation & inst. set-up  Was created No 

Professional competence  Yes No, buté 

Socially committed professionals  YES A minority  

Research support  Yes Available 

New planning education  Was created On its way? 

 

Figure 4. Table showing the preconditions for the provider model to be successful, comparing an indu-

strialized country with a low-income country. 

                                                      
7 Vestbro, D. U. (1998): Housing Development and Research - with or without Modernism? The Relevance of the 

Swedish Model to Countries in Transformation, paper for the Conference òCultural Values and Sustainable 

Urban Developmentò, Warsaw, December 1998. 
8 Kombe, Wilbard & Volker Kreibich: Governance of Informal Urbanisation in Tanzania, Mkuki no Nyota Pub-

lishers, Dar es Salaam 2006.  
9 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_countries_by_GDP_(nominal)_per_capita. The list includes assessments 

by International Monetary Fund, the World Bank and CIA.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_countries_by_GDP_(nominal)_per_capita
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Figure 4 shows that most of the criteria listed as preconditions for success are not at hand in the case 

of Tanzania. The GDP per capita is less than 1 per cent of that for Sweden. Tanzania does not have a 

big enough construction industry, which can build high-standard modern houses even if resources 

would be available. The state does not have such resources because the main part of the production is 

carried out by the informal sector, which is not formalised enough to be taxed. In Tanzania there is a 

big gap between what politicians say they want to do and what they actually do. This was not the case 

in Sweden when the welfare state was built after the Second World War.10 Because authorities in low-

income countries do not understand the enabling strategy, or are not interested in this model, the 

informal settlements continue to grow. The number of architects and planners, who understand what 

needs to be done, are a small minority. 

 

Urgent need for new housing policies 

Although lip-service is paid to the enabling strategy the old planning legislation is still in place in Tan-

zania. A typical example of a legal land allocation process is given in figure 5. It shows that it takes 

four years to get a piece of land to build a house if legal procedures are followed. After land has been 

acquired an equally long and bureaucratic process follows to acquire a building permit. Towards this 

background it is easy to understand why people also from the middle class occupy land and build 

informally. The more planners and politicians cling to the provider model the faster slums grow.  
 

Step  Action  Duration  

1.  Fill in application forms   

2.  Submit application forms to an urban authority   

3.  Documentation by the urban authority  3 months  

4.  Consideration of applications by the Land Allocation Cttee  1 month  

5.  Advertising of successful applicants  1 month  

6.  Submission of 4 passport size photographs   

7.  Letter of offer issued  1 month  

8.  Acceptance of offer  1 month  

9.  Payment for offer and submission of receipts to Land Office   

10.  Advice of payment prepared for Ministry of Lands  3 months  

11.  Deed Plan prepared and approved  2 years  

12.  Draft Certificate of Title prepared in duplicate  3 months  

13.  Signatures of owner affixed to draft certificates   

14.  Submission of draft certificate to Commissioner for Lands  1 month  

15.  Commissioner signs and seals the draft certificate  1 year  

16.  Submission of certificates to Registrar of Titles   

17.  Certificate of Title registered  6 months  

18.  Notification of owner to collect certificate  1 month  
 

Figure 5. Typical land allocation process in Tanzania. To get a piece of land for constructing a house it 

often takes four years, if normal procedures are followed.11 

                                                      
10 Vestbro, Dick Urban (2007): óEnabling Housing Strategiesô, Keynote lecture at the International Conference 

ñTowards Low-Cost Housingò, Cairo, Egypt, 29-31 May, 2007. 
11 Kironde, Lusugga (2006): Presentation of results from a research project at a seminar in Stockholm, February 

2006. 
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The United Nations Habitat organization estimates that more than one billion people today live in 

urban settlements without security of tenure, sanitary facilities or infrastructural services such as 

drainage, clean water and roads. This figure is estimated to increase to two billion in the year 2030. In 

Sub-Saharan Africa 72 per cent of the urban population live in slums. The equivalent figure for Asian 

cities is 42 per cent, while it is 32 in Latin America. The UN Millennium Development Goal is to 

reduce the slums through the construction of 100 million new houses in 15 years. This is only 1/7 of 

the real requirement.12 These figures show that there is an urgent need for a drastic change in housing 

policies, a change towards enabling strategies. 

 

Planners resist the enabling strategy 

Botswana is a country which consciously decided to adopt an enabling strategy. This country deviates 

from other Sub-Saharan countries in that planning regulations are implemented to a high degree. Infor-

mal settlements are rare. This means that the introduction of an enabling regulatory legal framework 

could have real implications on the ground. A new enabling Development Code was put in place in 

1996. One of the aims was to reach óvulnerable groupsô such as female-headed households, who 

should be allowed to use their plots for income-generating activities such as subletting rooms and 

small-scale business. For this purpose the Code included a órelaxed capacityô, which would allow plot 

holders to build additional buildings, thereby exceeding the normal land coverage. The intention was 

also to allow buildings at shorter distance to adjacent plots. In order to benefit from the relaxed capa-

city one would, however, have to apply to the national planning office. This indicates that the enabling 

strategy was accepted with strong reservations from the start. 
 

Figure 6. An example of how the ôrelaxed capa-

cityô of the Botswana Development Code could be 

applied in practice. One may note that the house 

is built on the border to the adjacent plot and that 

chickens are raised in the backyard. The fact that 

a parked car is squeezed into the plot indicates 

that the law-makers may not have the poorest in 

mind even if óvulnerable groupsô were the justi-

fying example for the órelaxed capacityô of the 

new development code. 

 

A study from 2004 shows that the new Develop-

ment Code has virtually not been used at all in its 

relaxed capacity. None of the residents inter-

viewed said that they were informed about the 

possibility to relax regulations in order to provide 

built space for Home-Based Enterprises. The 

same answer was given by the technical officers 

in charge of advising the plot-holders. The 

planners at municipal and national levels ï the ones who had the duty to inform about the new code ï 

said either that they did not know about the relaxed capacity of the code, or that they knew about it, 

but were uncertain of how to implement it in practice. A well founded suspicion is that the planners 

did not like the relaxed capacity of the code from the very beginning. Therefore they had a reason to 

prevent people from getting to know about the possibility to relax conventional planning practices.13  

Bourennaneôs study also shows that many plot holders built additional houses with short setbacks 

and short distance to neighbouring plots without asking for permission. Applying for such building 

permits would require expensive architect drawings and long waiting for central government decisions. 

In a couple of cases women appealed successfully to local politicians when technical officers threa-

                                                      
12 Habitat (2001): Cities in a Globalizing World. Global Report on Human Settlements 2001, United Nations 

Centre for Human Settlements (Habitat), London: Earthscan 
13 Bourennane, Malika (2007): A Legal Framework for Enabling Low-Income Housing. A Study of Womenôs 

Access to Home-Based Enterprises in Botswana, School of Architecture and the Built Environment, The Royal 

Institute of Technology, Stockholm 
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Figure 7. Informal settlement in 

Kampala. Houses are often one-
room detached units built of sun-

dried or burnt bricks with metal 
sheet roofs. In the hot climate 

outdoor space is intensively used 

for household chores, socialising 
and other activities (Photo: 

Nnaggenda-Musana). 

Figure 8. Proposal for densifica-
tion of a housing cluster in 

Mbuya, Kampala, through the 

construction of new houses, the 
extension of some houses from 

one to two storeys, and by 
modifying plot dimensions. All 

houses have possibilities for 

cross-ventilation and daylight 
(Source: Nnaggenda-Musana, 

2008) 

tened to intervene against constructions without building permits. The conclusion of this should not be 

that legal reforms are not required, but that stronger efforts should be made to implement enabling 

strategies in practice. 

 

Affordable, incremental upgrading 

How should the enabling strategy be implemented in practice? An interesting example has been wor-

ked out by the Ugandan architect Assumpta Nnaggenda-Musana in her PhD thesis (2008). During her 

fieldwork in low-income informal settlements in Kampala she found that ï contrary to the general 

understanding among professionals ï physical densities were quite low (measured in Floor Area Ratio 

or number of rooms per hectare). Virtually all houses in poor settlements are one storey self-built 

detached units, a fact that contributes strongly to urban sprawl.  

Nnaggenda-Musana shows that the predominant horizontal development of housing in informal 

settlements leads to long distances to job opportunities and unnecessary and expensive lengths of 

infrastructure per capita. The author argues that such development can be avoided by building at 

higher densities. Through systematic sketching she develops house types and plot sizes which increase 

residential densities while securing basic spatial qualities such as cross-ventilation, daylight in rooms 

and functional semi-private and communal spaces for multiple use by several neighbouring house-

holds. Space can even be made available for urban agriculture, which is a very important factor for the 

survival of poor households.  

The author argues that local craftsmen and self-help builders should be trained to construct two-

storey houses, which are affordable at the same time as they provide for more effective use of land. In 

this way the population of Kampala can be doubled or trebled without any encroachment on 

agricultural land14. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

                                                      
14 Nnaggenda-Musana, Assumpta (2008): Housing Clusters for Densification within an Upgrading Strategy. The 

Case of Kampala, Uganda, Doctoral thesis, Royal Institute of Technology, Stockholm. 
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A new type of professional is needed 

Architects and planners belong to the well educated élite in society. Their élite status is even more pro-

nounced in a country where the majority are extremely poor. Architects usually get their most 

profitable jobs from rich clients, while planners are close to the political class of rulers (even if their 

salaries are not that high). It is not surprising that the élite has a negative attitude to poor inhabitants in 

informal settlements. The rich often regard the squatters as those who bring disorder to the cities, those 

who do not follow rules and those whose bad sanitary conditions threaten to spread diseases to the 

residences of the élite. Adopting enabling strategies means that illegal occupation of land is accepted 

and that the status of those who do not pay taxes is raised. It also means that well established doctrines 

in housing and planning have to be abandoned and that the power of the planners and architects is 

reduced. Nevertheless the professionals need to understand the importance of the enabling housing 

strategy if we are to solve the global housing crisis. 

The fact that the modernist model is inappropriate for solving the problem of informal settlements 

in low-income countries does not mean that modernization should not be a priority. Classical 

modernism in architecture and planning included strong development components such as care for 

functional standards, daylight in rooms, cross-ventilation and other health-related aspects. These 

factors are very relevant, but the modernist model must be revised to meet local needs. 

Informal settlements need to be upgraded. To be regularized and provided with basic infrastructure 

such as clean water and rainwater drainage professional guidance is required. The challenge is to get 

order without falling into the pitfall of over-centralizing, which will kill individual creativity. A 

balance needs to be struck between freedom and order. Authorities need to know at what level to stop 

applying centralizing techniques. In the informal settlements centralized intervention is needed for 

some infrastructure services and for providing an enabling environment (laws, access to land and 

credit) so that the residents may build their own neighbourhoods.15  

*  

It is my hope that ARCǒPEACE and Architecture Sans Frontières shall become strong networks for 

professional commitments to enabling housing strategies. We must regard the slum dwellers as full 

citizens and learn from their survival strategies. We must better understand what affordability means 

and we must abandon outdated professional practices. If we fulfil our tasks as socially responsible 

professionals we may contribute to a reduction of global slums, instead of doing the opposite!  
 

                                                      
15 See further Nawangwe, Barnabas and Dick Urban Vestbro (2003): ñModernism as a Tool for Developmentò, 

in Open House International, Vol 28, No 3, 2003.  
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Are architects and planners part  

of the solution or the problem? 
 

The role of professionals in facilitating or constraining access by the urban 

poor to land and housing in developing countries. 

 

Geoffrey Payne16  

 

 

First, the good newsé 

Large numbers of architects, planners, surveyors, engineers and other professionals have been trying 

to improve the built environment in ways which seek to help all sections of society, particularly the 

poor and vulnerable in a world increasingly subject to globalization and the rigour of market forces. 

Whilst many people are dominated by the need to make a living and maintain businesses and work for 

themselves or their staff, others work on a voluntary basis offering their skills and experience to the 

benefit of others less fortunate than themselves. 

Members of ARCǒPEACE and related groups, such as Architecture Sans Frontière (ASF), Engi-

neers Without Borders, RedR17 and others have made a significant, if under-reported, contribution to 

raising awareness and changing attitudes of professional institutes. They are aware of their limitations 

as well as their strengths and are making a valuable contribution to the development and application of 

enabling housing strategies.  

Particularly noticeable and welcome is the resurgence of interest and involvement of younger pro-

fessionals. It is a fact that in the UK, there is a missing generation of professionals engaged in interna-

tional development; these are Thatcherôs children, the generation of graduates who were educated 

under the Thatcher government which encouraged students to pursue careers that maximised personal 

wealth rather than social idealism. The fact that younger professionals and students are active in deve-

lopment work and pressure groups is a welcome correction to this reactionary approach.  

In a world where needs are so great, so diverse and changing, and technological and financial 

resources so unequally distributed, no single profession can claim a monopoly on wisdom or ability. 

Some professions are better at supporting progressive and collaborative activity than others. In my 

experience, the work of planners, surveyors and engineers appear particularly positive. Whilst each is 

rightly proud of their own areas of competence, they have demonstrated an impressive willingness to 

work on an equal basis with members of other professions, building an awareness that the issues that 

we all face are larger than the ability of any single profession to resolve on its own.  

 

é then the bad 

As a qualified architect, it pains me to have to acknowledge that at present and in some key respects, 

the architectural profession tends to be the fly in the ointment. The common claim by architects that 

they are the leaders of the built environment professions encourage them to see themselves as more 

influential in creating and managing the built environment. This in turn encourages an arrogance 

which, for instance, led to a senior World Bank staff member once refusing on principle to employ 

architects on international development projects involving housing and local development. It has also 

attracted scathing criticism from a highly influential writer in the UK, who recently declared that ñno 

British architect ever won a prize for streetscape, let alone for humility in the presence of history. All 

crave an Olympics cost-plus contract and a mention in Charles Jencks's óThe Iconic Buildingôò18 

                                                      
16 Consultant, expert on housing in developing countries, author of many books on enabling housing strategies, 

land tenure and slum upgrading. See further Payneôs website: http://www.gpa.org.uk/  

17 See http://www.redr.org/international/index.htm  

18 The Guardian 12 September 2008. 

http://www.gpa.org.uk/
http://www.redr.org/international/index.htm
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Figure 1. Confe-

rence Hall in New-

castle, designed by 

Norman Foster - 

an example of de-

sign without con-

cern for people? 

(Photo: D U 

Vestbro) 

 

Whatever oneôs views of the merits or otherwise of Jenkinsô comments, they strike a chord by show-

ing how arrogance, reinforced by market forces, can isolate architects from both people and context ï 

as well as other professionals. The ñI know bestò syndrome seems to sit particularly comfortably on 

the heads of architects and does their professional reputation no favours.  

Architects are not, however, the only professionals who need to rethink their relations to their 

clients and professional peers. Urban design developed out of an awareness (largely by enlightened 

architects) of architectsô preoccupation with individual buildings and plannersô emphasis on two-

dimensional plans. The discipline of urban design has flourished to the extent that job opportunities for 

their skills help to fill the job vacancy advertisements of British professional journals.  

However, urban designers have failed to capitalise on the need for their services in developing 

countries, where most people are too poor to employ an architect and are often overlooked by planners. 

Since urban design focuses on the relationship between public and private space and the way people 

move within and use these, their attention to cultural aspects is modest in the extreme. For example, 

the Chinese concept of Feng Shui, the Japanese concept of Ma (óplaceô) and the Indian concept of 

Vastu, provide rich sources of understanding of how cultural factors influence planning and design 

which might even be applicable to ethnic minorities living in the UK. Yet no real attention appears to 

have been devoted to these concepts or issues. 

 

Professionals do not co-operate for the benefit of the poor 

A major reason for these problems can be laid at the door of the educational curricula by which pro-

fessionals are educated. In some respects, these inhibit awareness of related disciplines and divide 

professionals from each other rather than contribute to collaboration. Similarly, by stressing their 

unique contribution to the built environment, the professional validation procedures of professional 

institutes tend to reinforce separation and inhibit multi-diplomacy collaboration. Such procedures also 

exert a negative influence on other countries, as when British professional institutes validate courses in 

Commonwealth countries where conditions are fundamentally different and where different skill-sets 

are needed. 

This leads on to a concern regarding the attitudes of all professionals towards the needs of the poor. 

Many older or more conservative professionals within both public and private sectors can be conside-

red anti-poor in that they do not even accept that the poor have a right to live in urban areas, since they 

cannot afford the costs of conforming to middle and high income standards and norms. These are 

some of the people who campaign for increased investments in rural development, not because they 

want to help the rural poor, but because they donôt want people they consider peasants to live near 

them and spoiling their neighbourhoods and reducing their property values.  
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This is not to say that rural development is not important, clearly large numbers of poor people are 

desperate for any help they can get in terms of making ends meet. The point is that for many, rural life 

does not offer the prospects for them or their children which they consider a basic right and which can 

more easily be achieved in an urban area. As such, people vote with their feet by moving to towns and 

cities where the proximity of other people itself provides income generating opportunities, even 

without external assistance.  

 

Constraints to change 

A further concern is that despite the increasing involvement of younger professionals in development 

work, opportunities for them to gain experience through research or practice are less available or 

accessible than they were decades ago. Research funds are now routinely outsourced to academic 

research councils whose advisers and peer reviewers have limited experience of the needs of the urban 

poor in developing countries. Even in cases where this is not a problem, funding for research has 

tended to move away from óallowing a thousand flowers to bloomô through the allocation of a large 

number of small demand-driven research projects in favour of a smaller number of large supply-driven 

projects requiring the management of large research consortia. The assumption of this approach is that 

by reducing the amounts spent on administrative costs, a larger proportion of research budgets actually 

can be allocated to research itself.  

However, concentrating funds on a smaller number of larger projects is no guarantee that the value 

of the research outputs in terms of original insights or knowledge to influence policy will be better and 

certainly the range of issues addressed will be less. Similarly, opportunities for young European pro-

fessionals to gain practical experience are increasingly hard to obtain. The need to reassure both fund-

ing agencies and clients regarding the competence of professional teams militates against employing 

young and less experienced professionals even though their commitment and energy, not to mention 

willingness to learn, can make valuable contributions to project outcomes.  

There are also a number of substantive constraints to the application of pro-poor land and housing 

approaches which need to be addressed before significant progress can be made. These include hous-

ing and affordability, which is a key issue given the increasing disparity between low and irregular 

incomes for many urban households and the high and ever-increasing costs of land, housing, services 

ï and credit. The poor have evolved ingenious means of compensating for these barriers by developing 

innovative and pragmatic means of accessing these essentials, even if some, such as water, actually 

cost more than the rates paid by higher income groups. Such measures frequently depend upon com-

munity based systems of mutual support, so that social solidarity partly compensates for market fai-

lures and government policies. Professionals need to give more attention to understanding these sys-

tems of support in order to develop ways of building on them. 

A second constraint relates to tenure security ï or the lack of it. Many professionals in both public 

and private sectors tend to consider land tenure and property rights in black and white terms such as 

formal or informal, legal or illegal, authorised or unauthorised. In fact, almost all development within 

the urban areas of developing countries is within a continuum of rights in that even pavement dwellers 

in Mumbai enjoy legal protection, whilst those with titles cannot always assume that they are enforce-

able in law, especially if there is more than one legal system operating in a given location (eg custo-

mary and statutory, or religious).  

 

A variety of tenure options are required 

It is also important to separate land tenure status and property rights. For example, land tenure can be 

defined as the mode by which land is held or owned, or the set of relationships among people concer-

ning land or its product. Property rights can also be defined as a recognised interest in land or prop-

erty vested in an individual or group and can apply separately to land or development on it. Thus, it is 

possible to enjoy complete security of tenure, but retain virtually no rights (eg to develop, transfer, 

sublet or change the use of land), or to suffer low levels of security but enjoy almost unrestricted de 

facto rights to develop, change or transfer property. More attention is needed to disaggregate these 

aspects and to develop innovative and practical options that respond to diverse and changing needs. 

For the urban poor, this is vital. Whilst everyone needs adequate security, for them, this may not 

necessarily involve a long term commitment. 
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This raises the issue of whether it is desirable for the urban poor in developing countries to own 

land or housing. According to claims made by Hernando de Soto19 , it is the lack of formal ownership 

and land titles which prevents the poor from using their properties as collateral in obtaining credit to 

start a business and lift themselves out of poverty. This argument has found favour with many interna-

tional agencies and policy makers and large sums of money have been invested in land titling pro-

grammes as a result. The outcomes of these programmes have recently been evaluated to assess the 

extent to which the evidence supports the claims and on balance, they do not stand scrutiny and a 

review of the literature and two case studies show that titling can actually do more harm than good ï 

especially for tenants, and owners displaced by market forces, though women benefit in theory. Titling 

does not óenliven dead capitalô as de Soto has claimed.  

The best approach appears to be to build on practices and traditions that already exist and what 

people understand and to provide a range of individual and community-based tenure options so that 

everyone can find something that meets their needs within their resources. Again, this is something to 

which professionals need to be more sensitive and responsive. 
 

Figure 2. Favela Santa Martha in 

Rio de Janeiro, Brazil (Photo: 

Linda Björn) 

 
 

 

Professionals in both affluent and 

developing countries are respon-

sible for formulating planning and 

building standards and regulations 

which impose costs and uncertainty 

on all households as well as formal 

sector developers. In almost every 

developing country, such regula-

tory frameworks are based on the 

interests and prejudices of profes-

sional and higher income groups 

and not on the needs of the lower 

income majority. Whilst standards 

are undoubtedly necessary, some 

standards and regulations impose 

costs which are impossible for the 

poor, and even many middle-

income, households to afford. As a 

result, more people are forced into 

various forms of unauthorised sett-

lements than would be the case 

under a more appropriate and 

benign regulatory framework.  
 

 

Review planning regulations 

Since planning and building standards, regulations and administrative procedures are invariably for-

mulated by professionals, the imposition of inappropriate norms can be attributed to professional 

failings. Whilst de Sotoôs claims regarding land tenure have proved to be excessive, his research on 

the negative impacts of regulatory frameworks on access to legal land, shelter and services20 provided 

ample empirical evidence from Peru to show that they forced people into unauthorised development.  

                                                      
19 Author of óThe Mystery of Capital: Why capitalism succeeds in the West and Fails Everywhere Elseô Basic 

Books, 2000. 
20 óThe Other Pathô I.B. Tauris, New York 1989. 
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Figure 3: Steps involved in obtaining approval for new development in the historical centre of Lima. 



 

18 

 

Figure 4: Procedures and agencies involved in planned development in Peru. 
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Twenty years after his pioneering work, my personal experience on these issues in Peru demonstrated 

that the number of steps involved in processing applications for building and planning permission had 

not changed significantly and proposals for change were still only being considered (see figures 3 and 

4). It took another major push with international funding for progress to be achieved.  

From this and other examples, it is clear that professional intervention by architects and planners in 

land and housing markets has been broadly negative in terms of helping the urban poor. Urgent atten-

tion should be given to reviewing the regulatory frameworks to ensure that they focus only on issues 

of public health and safety and that these key issues are rigorously enforced. Other aspects, such as 

plot size and floor area ratios, building materials, etc., should be discretionary and subject to local con-

trol since they only affect those living in or adjacent to such developments. Such revisions would ena-

ble large swathes of unauthorized settlements to be legalized to the benefit of both the poor and the 

urban population as a whole.  
 

Figure 5. Women producing 

concrete blocks and other 

types of cheap building mate-

rials for self-help housing 

when upgrading poor settle-

ments in Lima, Peru, under 

the guidance of barefoot 

architects and engineers 

within Non-Government 

Organisations such as 

Estrategia and ARCǒPEACE 

Peru. (Photo: Luz Maria San-

chez). 

 

 

 

 

 

Slums grow because of inappropriate policies 

The scandal of excessive promotion of home ownership in the USA has provoked an international 

financial crisis which in turn may lead to a global economic recession. The fundamental failure of 

mortgage banks involved in ósub-primeô loans and of de Soto and his supporters in development agencies 

and national governments is that they fail to ask the first question of potential borrowers ï ñcan you afford 

to repay the loan?ò Collateral only becomes relevant if the answer to this is positive. By lending to those 

unable to meet repayments, banks have brought the entire global financial system near collapse. 

The result is that rather than removing poverty, there is a risk that these policies may actually be 

excluding the poor from the formal land and housing markets in cities throughout Africa, Asia and 

Latin America and forcing them to the margins of society. This is at a time when the world population 

has just become more urban than rural and when about one billion people globally is presently living 

in slums or squatter settlements. The UNôs projection is that this figure will double to 2 billion people 

by 2030 unless concrete action is taken21. Many of these households are tenants who risk being evicted 

as a result of titling programs22 , or squatters vulnerable to market-driven displacement23. With 

populations of some developing country cities already far larger than London, the risk to social and 

economic stability is potentially even more serious than the problems facing the West.  

Sadly, leading international and bi-lateral development agencies, such as the World Bank and UKôs 

Department for International Development (DFID) are reducing their overt support to urban issues in 

                                                      
21 United Nations (2003) óThe Challenge of Slums: Global Report of Human Settlements 2003ô United Nations 

Human Settlements Programme, Nairobi. 
22 UN-HABITAT (2006) óState of the worldôs cities 2006/7ô Earthscan, London. (page 95). 
23 Durand-Lasserve, A. (2006) óMarket-driven evictions and displacements: Implications for the perpetuation  of 

informal settlements in developing citiesô. In: Huchzermeyer, M., and Karam, A. (editors). óInformal settlements. 

A perpetual challenge?ô University of Cape Town Press. 


