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Introduction

IT IS CLEAR that the scale of urban poverty
is greatly under-estimated, its nature mis-
understood or, for political reasons, misrep-
resented and the best means for reducing it
rarely acted on.  It is also clear that a consid-
eration of “urban” poverty in isolation misses
structural causes of both urban and rural
poverty and misses the connections between
the two.  These are among the key messages
that come from the papers presented in this
issue.

The papers go from the micro-case studies
that provide great insight into the scale and
nature of poverty, the people within the
household who are most affected (usually
women and children), the processes that
underlie impoverishment in particular set-
tlements and the responses of the inhabit-
ants to papers that consider poverty or urban
poverty at a national or global level.  But the
more general papers also draw heavily on
micro-studies to warn against generalizing
about urban poverty because its scale and
nature differs so much from place to place -
and within any place, over time.  The first
paper by Ellen Wratten provides the overview
of the subject.  This is followed by six papers
that consider urban poverty within particu-
lar settlements, regions or nations and then
two that consider particular aspects - the
relationship between urban poverty and lab-
our markets and the very different perspec-
tive that urban social policy brings to
understanding and acting on urban poverty,
compared to conventional economic policy.
The final paper, by Robert Chambers, con-
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siders poverty in a broader context that
encompasses both rural and urban poverty.

Many papers in this issue draw on recent
work on rural poverty, especially the work of
Chambers, since this has deepened and
broadened the analysis of poverty and has
also demanded that “poor” people have the
right themselves to define poverty and to
shape the measures designed to reduce it.
The papers also avoid the usual (often polem-
ical) comparisons between the scale and
nature of “rural poverty” and “urban poverty”
while many point to the need to consider both
urban and rural poverty together for they
have many structural causes in common.
Many papers point to the important connec-
tions between the two as households’ liveli-
hood or survival strategies have both rural
and urban components; Jonathan Baker’s
paper illustrates this point with its descrip-
tion of household survival strategies at the
rural-urban interface.  The paper by Ellen
Wratten also points to the linkages between
the two in, for instance, rural-urban migra-
tion, seasonal labour, remittances, and family
support networks.  It describes the difficul-
ties in separating the discussion of rural pov-
erty from urban poverty but also outlines
certain characteristics of poverty that are
more closely identified with urbanization.
While many papers in this issue and this
editorial stress that the scale of urban pov-
erty has been greatly under-estimated, they
do not seek to downplay the scale and seri-
ousness of rural poverty.  It can only be hoped
that the increasing interest in urban poverty
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and in what is sometimes termed “the urban-
ization of poverty” does not divert attention
away from the billion or so rural inhabitants
- including smallholder farmers, the landless,
nomads/pastoralists and internally displaced
people - who are living in poverty.(1)  It is also
important to recall that much of the urban
poverty is in smaller cities, even if most of
the literature on urban poverty concentrates
on the major cities; around two thirds of the
urban population in the South is in urban
centres with less than one million inhabit-
ants.(2)  The papers by Jonathan Baker and
by Carlos Alberto Abaleron provide examples
of the scale and nature of poverty in smaller
urban centres.

We have decided to devote both this and
the October 1995 issue of Environment and
Urbanization to urban poverty.  This is for
two reasons.  The first is that far more papers
were submitted for publication and accepted
than we can fit into a single issue.  The second
is that “urban poverty” proved to be one of
the top preferences of readers, in the ques-
tionnaires sent out with previous issues of
Environment and Urbanization, that readers
returned to us.

The under-estimation of urban
poverty

IF POVERTY MEANS human needs that are
not met, then most of the estimates for the
scale of urban poverty in Africa, Asia and
Latin America and the Caribbean are ridicu-
lously low.  For instance, an influential pub-
lication by the Overseas Development Council
in the USA in 1989 decided that only 130
million of the Third World’s “poorest poor” live
in urban areas which meant that more than
nine out of ten of the Third World’s urban
population were not among the poorest
poor.(3)  World Bank estimates for 1985 sug-
gested that there were 330 million “poor”
people living in urban areas which meant that
more than three quarters of the Third World’s
urban population were not “poor” on that
date.  These figures cannot be reconciled with
the many national studies or studies of par-
ticular urban centres which show that a third
to a half of a nation’s urban population or a
city’s population have incomes too low to al-
low them to meet human needs.   National

studies in several of the poorest African,
Asian and Latin American countries suggest
that more than half the urban population are
below the poverty line.(4)

There is also the fact that poverty lines are
set unrealistically low, so in many countries,
a considerable proportion of the urban popu-
lation who are “above the poverty line” lack
the income or assets to ensure their needs
are met.  Poverty lines, the income level below
which someone is officially “poor”, are rarely
high enough to cover the cost of all basic
necessities other than food including  housing
and basic services, and expenditures on
health care and on supporting children at
school.  Many countries set a single income
level as the “poverty line” for both rural and
urban areas, when the costs of basic neces-
sities (especially housing but also, often, food,
fuel and the costs of getting to and from work)
are generally higher in urban areas.  Trans-
port costs are particularly high for the inhab-
itants of large cities whose livelihood is in
central areas but who live on the periphery,
because only here are rents low enough or
cheap land available on which a home can
be built (although usually illegally).  Hous-
ing costs are generally particularly high for
the low-income individuals or households
who have to live in central areas of cities,
because they have poorly paid jobs but also
long working hours.  They often pay a high
rent, even though they live four or more per-
sons to a room in tenements or cheap board-
ing houses of very poor quality.  One study
of poverty in Latin America that took into
consideration the real cost of living in differ-
ent countries and that made allowances for
the higher cost of living in urban areas sug-
gested a much higher figure for urban poverty
than the conventional measures of the World
Bank.(5)

Hundreds of millions of urban dwellers in
the South who, according to global estimates
of poverty, have incomes that are above the
poverty line live in very poor quality and usu-
ally overcrowded conditions with a great lack
of infrastructure and services.  We made an
estimate in 1990, based on dozens of national
and city studies, that at least 600 million
urban dwellers in Africa, Asia and Latin
America live in “life and health-threatening”
homes and neighbourhoods because of the
very poor housing and living conditions and
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the inadequate provision for safe and suffi-
cient water supplies and for sanitation, drain-
age, the removal of garbage, and health
care.(6)  If these 600 million urban dwellers
are considered “poor” - for it is largely their
lack of income and assets that makes them
unable to afford better quality housing and
basic services - it greatly increases the scale
of urban poverty, when compared to conven-
tional income-based poverty lines.  The paper
by Madhura Swaminathan describes how a
large proportion of the inhabitants of Bombay
whose incomes are above the official “poverty
line” live in very poor quality housing which
lacks basic infrastructure and services.

The misrepresentation of urban
poverty

MUCH OF THE literature on poverty is about
its measurement or reporting on statistics
that claim to measure it.  As a recent book
noted,

“...mainstream debates concerning pov-
erty conducted in India today operate
within a sterile statistical paradigm which
has developed out of a tradition that sees
poverty as the responsibility of the poor
and the solution to poverty as social con-
trol.  ...if the poor are viewed simply as
statistics, figures and ciphers, then the
policy that is formulated to alleviate pov-
erty will in all likelihood follow suit and
be more relevant to the manipulation of
statistics than to the needs of people.”(7)

This comment has validity in much more
than India.  In most countries in the South,
the interest in “measuring” poverty is much
greater than the interest in understanding
poverty and its underlying causes.  And as
the paper by Robert Chambers explains, sin-
gle poverty lines that divide the population
into the “poor” and the “non-poor” are often
the most inaccurate because they simplify
and standardize what is complex and varied.
As his paper states, “What is measurable and
measured then becomes what is real, stand-
ardizing the diverse and excluding the diver-
gent and different.”  Lusugga Kironde’s paper
notes that although Tanzania is one of the
world’s poorest countries, little is known

about the scale, nature and causes of pover-
ty and about how it is changing.  The paper
also notes how little empirical research there
is, especially at micro level and how little
attempt is made to locate the poor geographi-
cally.

The papers by Nazneen Kanji on a settle-
ment in Harare and by Jonathan Baker on a
small town and its surrounding rural villages
in Tanzania show the complexity of the proc-
esses that underlie impoverishment and how
they are rooted in the specific social, econ-
omic, and political structures of these places.
They also show the responses of individuals
and households to such processes.  The res-
ponses of households to economic crisis in
Guadalajara (Mexico) is also considered in a
paper by Agustín Escobar Latapí and
Mercedes de la Rocha, within a detailed des-
cription of the dramatic increase in poverty
in Mexico during the 1980s.  All these papers
reveal an obvious but often forgotten aspect
of poverty - the struggle by people themselves
to avoid poverty or to limit its impacts.

These papers also caution against general-
ization by showing how different the situation
is from one location to another.  These three
papers all describe household responses but
reading these papers also emphasises the dif-
ferences in the local context.  For instance,
in Kambuzuma (Harare), it was not possible
for households to respond to increasing
prices and falling wages by increasing the
number of earners in a household since there
were no income-earning opportunities avail-
able.  Women were also unable to increase
their informal income earning as some sec-
tors of informal production were saturated.

By contrast, in Mexico, as the paper by
Escobar and de la Rocha states:

“To avoid a drastic reduction in food con-
sumption, households have sent more
members out to work.  More youths,
women and children have entered the
workforce to earn the income needed for
the survival of the household.  Home-
making duties have increased because
many goods and services that were pre-
viously purchased in the marketplace
must now be generated within the house-
hold (for example, mending and recondi-
tioning domestic items).   As a result, the
domestic work load of women has
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increased, due both to the greater num-
ber of household members and to the
greater dependence on at-home produc-
tion. ...Household unity and family soli-
darity have become the principal defences
against deteriorating wages although,
paradoxically, they can also exacerbate
certain conflicts within households.
These responses have only partially alle-
viated the impact of a worsening econ-
omic situation and they have increased
the stress, conflicts and violence within
households, leaving some members in a
more critical and vulnerable situation, as
in the case of women and children.”

Conventional poverty lines give scant atten-
tion to health or to social indicators, and there-
fore fail to demonstrate the social and the
health dimensions of poverty.  For instance,
according to official Indian statistics, the In-
dian state of Kerala has virtually the same
proportion of its urban population under the
poverty line as the average for India but life
expectancy in Kerala is 11-12 years higher
than India as a whole.(8)  The urban popula-
tion in Kerala clearly has fewer health prob-
lems than the urban population in most of
the rest of India but this is not reflected in
urban poverty statistics.  Nor is the much
higher level of adult literacy among males and
females in Kerala.  Again according to offi-
cial statistics, only 20 percent of India’s urban
population was below the poverty line around
1987 and much is made of the apparent drop
in urban poverty in India.  Yet the proportion
living in very poor quality, overcrowded dwell-
ings with inadequate or no provision for water
supply, sanitation, garbage collection and
health care is clearly much higher, as illus-
trated by Madhura Swaminathan’s paper for
Bombay.

The “poor’s” right to influence
poverty assessments and policy
responses

SEVERAL PAPERS CONSIDER in detail
aspects of deprivation that are usually for-
gotten in discussions of poverty, unless these
discussions include the views of those with
low incomes or assets.  As Ellen Wratten’s

paper notes, great value may be given by low-
income people to qualitative aspects such as
independence, security, self-respect, identity,
close and non-exploitative relationships, and
legal and political rights.  This is also illus-
trated in the findings of research by N.S.
Jodha in two villages in Rajasthan (India) that
are reported in Chambers’ paper.  This found
that the inhabitants’ own analysis of changes
in their economic status between the mid
1960s and early 1980s was far more detailed
and sophisticated than conventional poverty
research would have used and that there
were many households who would have been
judged by external measures to have become
poorer but who judged themselves better off
by a wide range of criteria such as more inde-
pendence, better quality housing, wearing
shoes regularly, less dependence in the lean
season and not having to migrate for work.(9)

The paper by Caroline Moser highlights the
many dimensions of poverty that economic
policy ignores.  It notes that social policy dif-
fers from economic policy in recognizing that
social and political structures within which
people live as well as their physical and eco-
nomic environment determine well being.
The paper by Chambers includes a section
on aspects of deprivation other than “income-
poverty” and this includes a discussion of
vulnerability, powerlessness, isolation and
humiliation.

Without an understanding of the needs and
priorities of those who are classified as “poor”
built into the measurement of poverty, the
“poor” will continue to be seen as passive and
the “target” for poverty alleviation.  As Tony
Beck has pointed out,

“This is the language of bureaucratic
planning, with ‘targets’, ‘aims’ and recipi-
ents ready to be ‘pushed’, ‘raised’, accept
delivery and be attended to.  It is the lan-
guage of control.  The poor have become
statistics with which statisticians can
play and experiment....  The preoccupa-
tion with measurement fits well into a
system where policy is created by a cen-
tralized state and then imposed on the
poor ‘ from above’ in order to shunt the
poor above the poverty line”(10)
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Urban poverty and structural
adjustment

ALTHOUGH THERE HAVE long been seri-
ous problems with urban poverty in the
South, it was only in the 1980s that it was
given more attention as economic crises and
the impacts of structural adjustment increas-
ed the number of urban households with
incomes below the poverty line and increased
the intensity of their deprivation.  The fact
that urban poverty grew with structural ad-
justment is well established(11) - although
some of the social and economic costs attrib-
uted to structural adjustment may have been
there even if the policies associated with
structural adjustment had not taken place.
For instance, as the paper by Philip Amis
describes, part of the growth in urban pov-
erty in Africa arises from the general decline
in urban wages that has been evident since
the 1970s.

In most countries undergoing economic
crisis and structural adjustment, large num-
bers of people lost what had been relatively
stable jobs and very few received an income
from social security or welfare systems.  For
instance, as Nazneen Kanji’s paper describes,
in Zimbabwe, between 1991, when the eco-
nomic structural adjustment programme
began and 1993, over 45,000 jobs were lost
in the public and private sector.(12)  There were
retrenchments in the agriculture, textile,
clothing, leather and construction industries
and the number of people employed by the
government in the civil service is set to fall
by 25 percent between 1991 and 1995.  There
was also a very large increase in the propor-
tion of households with below poverty-line
incomes.  Kanji’s paper also gives a detailed
insight into the increased economic and social
stresses that structural adjustment brought
to the inhabitants of one settlement in Harare.
The paper by Escobar and de la Rocha des-
cribes the dramatic fall in real wages, the
increase in prices, the stagnation in formal
employment and the decrease in public in-
vestment in infrastructure and services in
Mexico that was associated with structural
adjustment and also notes how comparable
problems were evident in many other Latin
American countries.

Vulnerability and structural
adjustment

SEVERAL PAPERS DISCUSS vulnerability as
distinct from poverty - for instance the papers
by Ellen Wratten and by Philip Amis consider
the importance of considering the vulnerabil-
ity of urban populations both to stress and
to sudden shocks.  As the paper by Cham-
bers notes, vulnerability does not mean want
but exposure and defencelessness when con-
fronted with stress or sudden shocks.  The
papers by Escobar and de la Rocha and by
Kanji show how many households who were
not poor became poor as wages fell and prices
rose.  They highlight the vulnerability of
households with low incomes and few assets
to economic change.  Chambers also notes
that vulnerability has two aspects.  The first
is the external side - the exposure to shocks
(for instance a flood that damages or destroys
the home) or stress (for instance the gradual
erosion of household income through infla-
tion).  The second is the internal side, the
lack of means to cope with the shock or
stress, without damaging loss.  Structural
adjustment revealed the vulnerability of large
sections of the urban population, as falling
wages, job losses and rising prices consider-
ably increased the proportion of people with
incomes that become too low to meet basic
needs.

But households with relatively low incomes
are vulnerable to more than rising prices and
falling incomes.  They are often more vulner-
able to injury, illness or premature death
because their homes and neighbourhoods
have the least provision for water supply,
sanitation, drainage and health care.(13)   They
are often more vulnerable to eviction because
their homes are built on land that is occu-
pied illegally, as all legal land sites are too
expensive for them to afford.  The many who
sell goods on the streets or in unlicensed
street stalls are more vulnerable to arrest,
harassment or confiscation of their wares -
as Wratten’s paper describes in more detail.
They are often more vulnerable to floods,
landslides or other “natural” hazards, as they
live on land sites subject to flooding or land-
slides because these dangers make the land
less valuable and lessen the likelihood of their
being evicted.
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One factor that has increased the vulner-
ability of low income groups is the increas-
ingly commercialized nature of urban land
markets which also increases house prices
and rents.  In many cities, until relatively
recently,  it was possible for low-income
households to find some land on which to
build a house or hut - even if it was acquired
or occupied illegally.  This allowed house-
holds with low incomes and little if any assets
to develop their own home and even to earn
income from it (from renting out rooms) and
develop it as a capital asset.  In many cities,
even informal or illegal land markets have
become more commercialized.  The paper by
Lusugga Kironde illustrates this in Dar es
Salaam where, in theory, all households
should be able to acquire land for housing
since the land is publicly owned.  But, in real-
ity, as his paper describes, the land alloca-
tion system has permitted only the socially
powerful members of society to get access to
planned land cheaply while lower income and
less powerful people have great difficulty
acquiring land for housing.

A consideration of vulnerability becomes
important because it can help clarify the
means by which relatively low-income house-
holds can be protected - or protect themselves
- from shocks and stresses.  Assets are par-
ticularly important in reducing vulnerability
- and as the paper by Chambers describes,
these include both tangible assets (for ins-
tance foodstocks, jewellery, cash savings and,
for urban dwellers, their house) and intangi-
ble assets in the form of claims (for instance
support obtained from family, friends or
patrons) and access to services (for instance
access to health care or information).  A good
health care system and adequate provision
for water supply, sanitation and drainage are
obviously important in reducing vulnerabil-
ity - both to ill-health and premature death
and to the often enormous economic losses
that low-income households face if one of
their income earners becomes sick or in-
jured.(14)  One of the most important assets
for any household is the number of house-
hold members able to work.  The paper by
Escobar and de la Rocha describe in detail
the response of many households to falling
incomes and rising prices was to increase the
number of workers.  This was generally adult
women who went to work or increased their

working hours or young males (14 years old
and younger) who left school to go to work.
They describe this for Guadalajara, based on
their own research, and give examples of
comparable changes in many other Latin
American countries.

Urban poverty and gender

A CONSIDERATION OF poverty often neg-
lects the differentials between men and
women in terms of access to income, re-
sources and services.  Such differentials may
occur within households between men and
women or between individuals (i.e. between
single men and single women) or between
households with women-headed households
at a disadvantage to male-headed house-
holds.  The difficulties that single parent
households face - and most of them are
female headed - are obvious in that they do
not have two adults who can work and con-
tribute to household tasks.  There are also
many gender-based differentials in vulner-
ability to illness and violence.

Many papers describe gender differentials
and stress the importance of understanding
and acting on these.  The paper by Nazneen
Kanji is unusual in the level of detail given
about such differentials and about the dif-
ferences in the ways that women and men
responded to changing circumstances.  In
describing people’s response to the difficul-
ties associated with structural adjustment,
her paper notes:

 “women modified their lives to a greater
extent than men.  Their responses were
mainly individual, taking greater cuts in
their own consumption, spending more
time shopping for bargains, working
longer and harder hours in the informal
sector for poorer returns, and engaging
in even fewer leisure activities.  For the
majority of women, not in formal employ-
ment, tensions increased with wage-earn-
ing husbands who continued to engage
in private spending rather than on house-
hold need, if this tension had not resulted
in overt conflict.  The implications of these
changes for women and for their house-
holds is almost entirely negative.”
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Participatory tools and methods

THIS ISSUE INTRODUCES a new section to
Environment and Urbanization - on partici-
patory tools and methods.  The first of the
two papers in this section by May Yacoob and
Linda M. Whiteford describes how to involve
community members in the definition of their
environment, the diagnosis of local health
problems, the determination of appropriate
remediation strategies, and the monitoring
of environmental health conditions.  The sec-
ond by John Thompson and Diana Mitlin
describes the many participatory methods
increasingly used in urban research and ac-
tion and the circumstances under which they
can contribute to development interventions
that both better meet the needs and priori-
ties of low-income groups and ensure more
accountable and effective public institutions.
The special issue of RRA Notes that is on The
Use of Participatory Tools and Methods in
Urban Areas and includes 13 case studies of
their use is available from the Sustainable
Agriculture Programme, IIED, 3 Endsleigh
Street, London WC1H ODD, UK.  This is avail-
able free of charge for orders from the South
and is £5 (including postage) for orders from
the North.
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