Introduction

Urban poverty - from understanding
to action
WHAT LESSONS CAN we learn from the papers in this issue - and from those in the
April 1995 issue, also on urban poverty about how poverty can be reduced? And why
is there so much literature about urban poverty and so little about poverty reduction?
On the second of these questions, there is
a large literature and a long experience of
poverty reduction in urban areas but most
of it is not referred to as such. In many of the
most successful poverty reduction interventions, the word “poverty” may not even appear. What the papers in this and the
previous issue of Environment and Urbanization make clear is how misleading it is to
think that urban poverty is only “a lack of
income” from which it follows that poverty
reduction is only achieved by increasing the
income of the poor. There are many aspects
of poverty - not only a lack of income but a
lack of assets, a lack of power, a lack of legal
rights (or their upholding), a lack of the resources or contacts necessary to secure pol it ic al ad van tag e, a lac k of ac c e ss to
education, and a very poor quality of housing in which most low-income groups have
to live and the tremendous health burden this
brings with it, especially where health care
provision is also inadequate. But because
urban poverty has been equated only with a
lack of income, as Northern concepts of “poverty lines” were transferred to the South with
little or no modification, the interventions that
successfully addressed the other aspects of
poverty were not considered as poverty reduction.(1)
Perhaps the most important lessons of the
papers in this issue are:
 the many forms of deprivation that those

with low-incomes face in urban areas and
the need for poverty reduction measures
to recognize this; and
 the right of those with low-incomes to be
able to call on governments for resources
and services and to be able to set priorities
both in what is done and how it is done.

Reducing urban poverty
CERTAIN PAPERS IN this issue relate directly to poverty reduction. The paper by
Graham Alder describes not only the very
poor conditions in which more than half of
Nairobi’s population lives but also the new
mechanisms that are being developed to ensure better coordination between the many
different groups working to reduce poverty.
More could be achieved if all such groups
coordinated their activities and worked
closely together, especially if the city authorities and the national government added their
support. The paper by Emiel Wegelin and
Karin Borgman is about the role of city and
municipal authorities in poverty reduction with their role not only being what they can
fund but also what they can encourage and
support among the community based organizations and other voluntary sector groups,
NGOs and the private sector. The paper also
outlines the great range of areas through
which municipal authorities can help reduce
poverty - including reducing crime, improving water, sanitation, drainage and roads and
reducing the vulnerability of low-income settlements to floods and other environmental
hazards, and points out that these improvements can be linked with employment creation for low-income groups. Their paper is

Several of the papers in this issue, like those of the April 1995 issue, were first
presented at a workshop on “Urban Poverty” organized by the Comparative Research
Programme on Poverty (CROP) and IIED’s Human Settlements Programme. The
April 1996 issue of Environment and Urbanization will include a description of the
work of CROP.
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also a reminder of how inappropriate government rules and regulations can help create
poverty, as they criminalize the only available ways through which most low-income
households find employment, develop livelihoods and build their own houses.
The paper by Eduardo Rojas and Margarita
Greene describes the ways in which the government of Chile seeks to reach low-income
groups with improved housing. While the
paper makes clear some of the weaknesses for instance, the “standard” contractor-built
basic housing and core housing for low-income households that is often poorly constructed and ill-matches the needs and
priorities of many low-income households it also shows a strong government commitment to improving housing for low-income
groups and describes a programme that has
brought improved housing to a significant
proportion of low-income households. It is
notable that the text of this paper does not
mention the word “poverty” although clearly
it is about a government programme that is
seeking to reduce poverty.
The NGO Profile on the Orangi Pilot Project
in Pakistan is an interesting contrast. This
NGO’s work has been on improving housing
and living conditions for large numbers of
urban poor in Karachi (and increasingly in
other cities in Pakistan) because of the ineffectiveness of national and municipal authorit ie s . H owe v e r, thi s is not to s ay t hat
government responsibilities have been ignored and, in recent years, Orangi Pilot
Project has begun to work more with governments, as these agencies have shown a
growing interest in their success in improving sanitation facilities for almost one million people. The paper by Charles C. Mueller
considers why governments have not given
sufficient priority to improving water supplies
and sanitation and examines why environmental economics has failed to highlight the
environmental and health costs of inadequate
sanitation, the benefits of improved sanitation and the options available for addressing
this problem.

Understanding urban poverty
OTHER PAPERS IN this issue build on those
of the previous issue in expanding our un-
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derstanding of urban poverty. The paper by
Alphonse Yapi-Diahou gives a wonderful insight into who lives in the precarious settleme nt s t hat h ou se ar ou nd one -fi ft h of
Abidjan’s population and why they choose to
live there. The developments in Abidjan’s
land market it describes are similar to those
in most cities of the South - the fact that even
illegal land markets have become highly commercialized so that most of those labelled as
“squatters” have paid the owner, or an intermediary acting for the owner, for the right to
settle there. This paper is also a reminder of
the constantly changing nature of a city’s
housing market and how diverse the priorities are among “low-income groups” as each
individual or household has their own preferred trade-off between the price they pay
for accommodation, tenure, and location
close to employment and family.
The fact that low-income groups seek accommodation that meets a variety of possibly conflictual needs is also a theme in Frans
Beijaard’s paper, which explores how lower
and middle-income households find accommodation in the more central areas of La Paz
in Bolivia. As this paper describes, low-income households generally have three preferences with regard to housing: ownership
(both for security and also to obtain an asset); a location close to the centre of town so
that access to jobs is easier and cheaper; and
an independent house instead of an apartment or room with shared services. But
houses that match all three preferences are
too expensive so one or more of these preferences has to be foregone. For instance, a
central location is often only possible if a
whole household rents one small room with
baths, toilets and kitchens shared with other
households. Ownership may be possible but
only by purchasing land (usually illegally) on
the urban periphery and building a house but this means a location distant from main
centres of employment. The paper also describes how in La Paz, more than one-quarter of all households live rent-free in a room,
apartment or house with the permission of
the owner. This form of tenure is called
cedida and thi s c le ar ly be ne fi ts many
younger households by providing them with
an opportunity to live in or near the city centre which would be beyond their means as
renters or owners. This paper is also a re-
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minder of how interventions by governments
or international agencies must be rooted in
a real understanding of local circumstances,
otherwise what they promote might benefit
few if any low-income groups. The paper by
Ik Ki Kim is also a reminder of the diverse
needs and priorities among those with “low
incomes” as it explores the differences in the
circumstances and the strategies of the inhabitants of Nanjido which, up to 1992, was
the garbage dumping area in Seoul, South
Korea.
The paper by Shahnaz Huq-Hussain contributes to the growing number of studies that
show how migrants’ decisions to come to cities are not illogical. It also describes how
female migrants arriving in Dhaka find work,
what they do, and the importance of their
monetary contribution to household income,
as well as their domestic and child-rearing
tasks. The paper also reinforces the points
made by Nazneen Kanji in her paper in the
previous issue of Environment and Urbanization about the inequality within households
as women may have responsibility for maintaining the household but have little control
over household income and may even have
no control over the use of income that they
themselves earn.

Underestimating the scale of
urban poverty
SEVERAL PAPERS IN this issue not only help
widen our understanding of urban poverty
but also show how its scale has been considerably underestimated. The paper by Jenny
Bryant-Tokalau describes the scale of urban
poverty in the Pacific and how this region has
more urban poverty than most people have
recognized to date. The paper also points to
the many dimensions of urban poverty - in
health, housing and living conditions and
school attendance as well as in incomes. The
paper by Charles C. Mueller considers the
enormous scale of urban poverty in Brazil,
despite the fact that Brazil is one of the
world’s largest economies and, for much of
the last 45 years, also one of its more successful. The paper describes the large proportion of Brazil’s urban population that still
lacks provision for sanitation and, to a lesser
extent, access to piped water, and considers

how this is rooted in a society with a high
degree of inequality and a growing number
of urban poor. It highlights the very high
health costs of living in homes lacking adequate provision for water supply, sanitation
and health care. It also includes some of the
most shocking evidence of inequality within
a nation - life expectancy at birth in the city
of Fortaleza in 1988 was 22 years less than
in Porto Alegre. Graham Alder’s paper emphasizes the scale of urban poverty in Nairobi - and also describes another aspect of
inequality, how some 55 per cent of Nairobi’s population live in illegal or informal settlements on land that takes up less than 6
per cent of the city’s total area.

The “new poor”
THE PAPERS BY Alberto Minujin on Latin
America and by Adil Ahmad and Ata ElHassan El-Batthani on Khartoum make clear
the processes that underlie impoverishment
and how, in two very different contexts, the
last 10-15 years has not only increased the
poverty faced by those who were already poor
in the early 1980s but also pushed many
middle-class people into “poverty”.
The “squeezing” of the middle-class in Latin
America is described in detail in Alberto
Minujin’s paper. He was one of the first people to document the rise of the “new poor”
and this paper describes not only the scale
but also the mechanisms by which they became poor and how they differ from the people who were already poor prior to the 1980s
crisis. This paper also draws attention to the
mismatch between conventional definitions
of the “poor” and those who live in very poor
quality housing. As poverty lines are generally based on income levels and these income
levels are determined without making sufficient allowance for the cost of what might be
termed “minimum adequate quality” housing, a large part of the population living in
very poor quality housing in cities in the
South are not considered poor. But with
many of the “new poor”, the problem is the
reverse. Their incomes may decline to the
point where they cannot afford to meet their
daily needs but they often live in housing of
adequate quality. Of course, many have to
move out of their adequate quality housing
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Different Aspects of Poverty Alleviation
INCREASING INCOME AND/OR ASSETS
A job through
employment creation

Credit for small- scale or
informal enterprise*

Where successful, these bring new jobs and/or enhanced incomes, although
external support must understand local constraints.(2) There may be considerable potential for linking employment creation for low-income groups with public works to improve water supply, provision for sanitation and drainage, improved roads etc. (3) Examples of credit and support for informal enterprises
include the work of the Carvajal Foundation(4) and of Praja Sahayaka Sewaya
in Sri Lanka.(5) See also the important links between livelihoods and better
collection and management of garbage in Asian cities,(6) Bangalore,(7) Jakarta,(8)
and Bogota.(9) Credit for small-scale enterprises must respond to women’s
needs and priorities, as well as men’s.

Education, literacy and
vocational training

In general, these should increase income-earning capacity as well as providing
other advantages. Vocational training must teach useful skills. In many countries, biases against women in education and vocational training must be addressed. New approaches include environmental education by and with children in East Africa(10) and schools for street children that understand their priorities and constraints.(11) The barriers to education for low-income households
caused by the introduction of school fees or their increase or the increase in
other education costs (for instance of school uniforms or examination fees)
have to be addressed. (12)

Providing squatters with
legal tenure

Increased security of tenure for “owner-occupiers” in illegal settlements reduces
the risk of eviction, increases the value of the asset and increases the possibility of obtaining credit - see case studies of Barrio San Jorge(13) and FUPROVI(14)
and land invasions in Lima(15) and Buenos Aires.(16)

Emergency credit*

The ready availability of emergency credit can greatly reduce the vulnerability
of low-income groups to economic shocks - see as one example the Mahila
Milan crisis credit scheme.(17)

UPHOLDING HUMAN RIGHTS
Access to justice within
the judicial system

This includes legal systems that protect citizens from forced eviction - see the
issue of Environment and Urbanization on “Evictions”(18) and the work of the
Asian Coalition for Housing Rights.(19) This also includes public programmes to
reduce crime and violence within low-income settlements and community programmes to halt the abuse of women and children within families - see the case
study of Lihok-Pilipina Foundation in the Philippines(20) and the paper on building coalitions for violence prevention in the USA.(21) It is also important to establish the right of low-income urban dwellers to land for cultivation(22) and the
need to halt the harrassement of women hawkers.(23)

IMPROVING HOUSING AND BASIC SERVICES

6

Tenure of housing*

As well as the advantage noted above in terms of value of asset, secure tenure
generally promotes household investment in improving the house and more
capacity to negotiate with local authorities for improved services - see the paper on Ouagadougou(24) and on Barrio San Jorge.(25)

Improved water,
sanitation, drainage and
garbage collection*

If adequately provided, this removes a tremendous health burden and also considerably reduces the time needed for domestic tasks. This brings particular
advantages to the person in the household responsible for collecting water and
managing household wastes - usually women.(26) It is also important to reduce
the vulnerability of many low-income settlements to floods - see the example
from Lusaka.(27) The profile of Orangi Pilot Project in this issue is an example of
a programme which reached large numbers of low-income households with
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improvements. See also papers on Guatemala City(28) and the Carvajal Foundation.(29)
Basic health care

If readily available, this greatly reduces the economic and health costs of
illness and injury.(30) There are particular advantages for the person in the
household who takes care of those who are sick or injured (usually women).
See for instance the initiatives in Guatemala City(31) and in the paper on “Setting a new agenda; sexual and reproductive health and rights”.(32) See also
the paper by community based epidemiologists through which the inhabitants
of low-income settlements become involved in identifying and monitoring health
problems.(33)

Day-care

This increases the time for other tasks for those who look after young children
and also means young children are not left in the care of older siblings.(34)
Day-care centres can also provide regular health checks for infants and young
children and monitor their nutritional status; they can also provide stimulus
and support for children’s physical and mental development. Day- care centres are often particularly valuable in increasing women’s income-earning capacities and especially valuable to single parent (usually women headed)
households - see as examples Barrio San Jorge(35) and the initiatives in Guatemala City.(36)

Housing finance*

Housing credit available to low-income households who want to build, extend
or buy their own home could afford them better quality housing - see for instance the papers in the issue on “Funding community initiatives”.(37)

Transport

Cheap and efficient public transport can greatly reduce the disadvantages for
low-income households of living in peripheral locations and, if city-wide, could
also help reduce the price of housing - see the case study of Curitiba.(38)

* : The items marked with an asterisk can be used to strengthen community organization among low-income
groups and directly or indirectly help strengthen political representation.

as they can no longer afford the rent or the
mortgage payments. But others can stay for instance owner-occupiers who have little
or no mortgage. As the paper states, “...unlike the old poor, the ‘new poor’ do not live in
easily recognizable neighbourhoods or enclaves. They can be found in just about any
middle-class neighbourhood or apartment
block. This is private poverty, hidden behind closed doors.” The paper by Adil Ahmad
and Ata El-Hassan El-Batthani also points
to the large number of “new poor” in Khartoum who have joined those who were already
poor, and the extent to which inadequate and
ill-directed government policies have contributed to this.

From understanding to action
IF URBAN POVERTY is understood to be
much more than just a lack of income - and
includes all the aspects of deprivation that

go with an inadequate income - then a great
range of initiatives to improve housing,
health, transport and basic services become
part of poverty reduction, as illustrated in
the table below. It does not pretend to be
comprehensive but rather seeks to widen the
concept of what helps reduce poverty or at
least alleviate some of its worst effects. The
table also includes examples of papers in this
and previous issues of Environment and Urbanization that describe an initiative to address this aspect of poverty reduction. The
items marked with an asterisk can be used
to strengthen community organization among
low-income groups and directly or indirectly
help strengthen political representation.
However, any initiative to reduce poverty that
works with low-income groups and the or ganizations they form in participatory ways
can strengthen community organization and
cohesion which, in turn, can strengthen lowincome groups’ capacity to negotiate with local authorities and other external agencies.
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Participatory approaches
IN THE APRIL 1995 issue of Environment
and Urbanization, a new section on participatory approaches was launched. Two papers are included in this issue, describing
the use of participatory tools and methods.
In the context of poverty reduction, such tools
and methods seek to ensure that the perspectives, knowledge and skills of the poor
are better integrated into the strategies of
professionals working to assist low-income
communities.
Each of the two papers in this issue draws
on a different tradition within the current
interest in participatory approaches. In
Kaneez Hasna’s paper, a set of tools from
participatory rural approaches has been
identified and modified for use in Chittagong,
Bangladesh. This enabled researchers to
better understand the per ceptions and
motivations of residents in one settlement
with respect to water and sanitation issues.
In the second paper, Sergio Mazzucchelli discusses the use of workshops and the involvement of a range of “stakeholders” in two
participatory environmental assessments in
Argentina. The workshops identified common concerns and collective strategies in an
extension of more traditional tools for environmental assessment.
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