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This draft note was prepared by the Secretariat for the consideration of the participants to 
the workshop on Informal Settlements to be held back-to-back with the 69th session of the 
Committee on Housing and Land Management on 24th September 2008. 
 

The note provides a preliminary framework for the development of principles and 
guidelines to address the problems of informal settlements, as requested by the Bureau at its 
meeting in May 2008. Participants in the workshop will be invited to consider the draft and 
further elaborate on it, based on their direct knowledge and experience with the informal 
settlements phenomenon in their countries and work.  
 

To better understand and contextualize principles and guidelines developed below 
participants may also wish to refer to Informal Notice 1, containing the analytical study on 
informal settlements in the UNECE region.  
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Principle 1  
 
There is no one-fits-all solution to address the problems of informal settlements and the 
choice of policy tools should be comprehensive and consider the specific socio-cultural 
context. 
 
Rationale: 
 
Processes behind the formation of informal settlement are embedded in particular national 
contexts. It is necessary to remember that what works well in one context, may fail in another. 
Policy responses in relation to informal settlements need to be based on a comprehensive 
analysis of the underlying causes and consequences of the formation of informal settlements in 
the particular context of a country/territory in question.  

It is also extremely important that policy-making reflect the understanding of the multiple 
problems of informal settlements. The complexity of the processes may require new approaches, 
but generally, mobilizing all available resources is necessary. Partial interventions to deal with 
the challenges of informal settlements may lead to limited and even unintended results. Policy 
responses also need to seek harmony between carefully-chosen policy options, good governance 
and well-designed legal frameworks. 

 
Guidelines: 
 

1. Provide an analysis and establish a comprehensive understanding of the social, physical 
and functional processes that bring informal settlements into being in your particular 
cultural context 

2. Translate strategies and guidelines into your national context 
3. (…) 

 
 
Principle 2  
 
Policies to address informal settlements must be based on the understanding that they are 
spatial manifestations of social inequality, and the comprehension of the complex and 
multidimensional nature of social inequality. In this context, effective responses to multiple 
disadvantages found within informal settlements should integrate different social-
supporting measures. 
  
Rationale: 
 
Most of the recent informal settlement phenomena need to be understood in the context of post-
socialist transformation that has led to material dispossession and social distress for the vast 
strata of the population and enrichment of the minority. This extreme situation places a major 
challenge on sustainable economic growth and success in the countries’ performances.  
 Informal settlements are one of the worst spatial manifestations of social inequalities (i.e. 
uneven wealth redistribution) and have a multidimensional nature. Although the diversity of 
issues behind the formation of informal settlements has been recognised, policy approaches 
towards informal settlements often deal with different issues separately and are often purely 
technical. An understanding that informal settlements represent a complex concentration of 
interrelated problems that emerge from a lack of essential elements for a sustainable social life 
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and that they are connected to wider societal processes has been insufficiently addressed in 
existing policy practices. 

There is a need for progressive informal settlements policies that are committed to 
making a real change to these places and peoples’ lives. A proactive approach should be based 
on the understanding of the role that social equality and justice play to ensure sustainable 
development. Policies addressing the problems of informal settlements should be thus dedicated 
to assist the most disadvantaged people in the most disadvantaged places. 

At the same time, it is crucial that concrete actions aim at identifying the problems in a 
particular informal settlement context in order to allow better policy integration based on local 
needs. The informal settlement interventions may be deficient if certain place-based local factors 
are not taken into consideration. 

 
Guidelines: 
 

1. Analyse the pattern of uneven wealth redistribution and its impacts in the country and area 
in question 

2. Understand what processes affect the lives of people in informal settlements and their 
importance; inform your perceptions by listening to people’s view on opportunities, 
constraints, intentions, etc. 

3. Identify target groups for your policy-making and other social groups that are involved or 
affected  

4. Identify various possible ways of social support and investments at different levels of 
government; allow continuous dialogue between macro and micro processes 

5. (…) 
 

 
Principle 3 
 
The adoption of an integrated national strategy to address social inequality and unequal 
spatial redistribution of wealth is fundamental for better policy outcomes for informal 
settlements  
 
Rationale: 
 
The complex relationship between social inequality and multiple deprivations within informal 
settlements poses a great challenge for sustainable development, because, at the same time, 
different policy issues are overlapping, such as social inequality, economic growth, and poverty 
reduction. This demands rapid, innovative and progressive policy responses. National strategy 
aimed at alleviating poverty should provide an overriding goal and a common platform for 
effective policy dialogue.  Policy responses should be multifaceted, combine different social 
fields and should be integrated and guided under a clearly-defined national strategy. Economic 
growth itself cannot achieve redistributive justice without active public interventions in the 
interests of marginalized groups.  
 
Guidelines: 
 

1. Clearly define short-, intermediate- and long-term goals based on your national context.  
2. Adopt joint-up and cross-sector approach to the policy-making process 
3. Keep your policy perspective open by learning from other countries’ experiences and 

communicating with those that are affected by the policy 
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4. Try to involve a larger community of experts that can lead to innovative solutions 
5. Design clearly-defined result-oriented action plans 
6. Design effective and reflective systems of monitoring and evaluating the implementation 

and results 
7. (…) 

 
 
Principle 4 
 
Joint-up and inclusive approach to governance must ensure better results in relation to 
informal settlements interventions 
 
Rationale: 
 
Different aspects affecting informal settlements may come from different and sometimes isolated 
policy fields. Furthermore, new policy ideas are often poorly communicated and lack a dialogue 
with wider participants. Such a limited decision-making process may hamper the success of 
intended programs. The multifaceted problems that informal settlements suffer contribute to the 
complexity of policy decision-making. There are different issues and different interests involved, 
and a variety of resources to draw upon. 

It is necessary to eliminate fragmented responsibilities and policy responses to multi-
deprived areas. It is also essential to allow other participants to team up to broaden the 
perspective on problems and solutions, to design appropriate policy and to support its smooth 
implementation. Such joint-up approach needs to be based on the involvement of broader voices 
to influence the policy-making process, especially voices of the affected groups.  
 
Guidelines: 
 

1. Enhance government capacity to enable measures supporting marginalized groups for the 
transformation of informal settlements 

2. Remove unreasonable barriers and ensure that necessary supportive policies, institutions 
and processes are in place.  

3. Establish a team that will design solutions across different policy fields 
4. Promote inclusive partnerships that will allow for an effective coordination between key 

participants  
5. Encourage regular dialogue sensitive to both marginalized people living in informal 

settlements and local governments 
6. Create a discourse that is communicated in language understandable to the widest 

community of people 
7. (…) 

 
 
Principle 5 
 
Strategies for informal settlements must be based on a clear understanding of the nature of 
deprivation in particular informal settlements and should pursue an integrated, people-
focused and place-based approach 
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Rationale:  
 
Informal settlements concentrate different interrelated problems in one single place. 
Accumulated problems which manifest themselves in informal settlements significantly shape 
life-chances and opportunities of people living in these places and further strengthen the vicious 
circles of social inequality and deprivation. Moreover, ‘problem places’ become opposed to 
‘successful’ neighbourhoods.  

An integrated approach to informal settlements should establish different measures for 
different places. Such an approach should be based on the principles of sustainable development, 
social inclusion and social integration.  
 
Guidelines:  
 

1. Understand the pattern of informal settlement formation and define priorities  
2. Establish a single body/coordination framework to bring key players together and 

establish a dialogue with communities in informal settlements; ensure they have cross-
cutting responsibilities and connection to higher government structures 

3. Ensure basic human rights are guaranteed and basic services are provided 
4. Work together with the communities to understand the problem, define community 

strategies and action plans 
5. Ensure the strategies are delivered  
6. (…) 

 
 
Principle 6 
 
Housing, land and spatial planning policies must always be a key focus for the informal 
settlement policy interventions, and constitute part of an integrated national strategy to 
address social inequality and unequal spatial redistribution of wealth 
 
Rationale:  
 
Equal, affordable and secure access to land and housing is fundamental to improving living 
conditions of the most disadvantaged groups in informal settlements. Effective regulatory tools 
are thus necessary to achieve such objectives.  

The quality of life for these groups can be greatly improved if a new ‘socially 
responsible’ housing policy is introduced. Yet, the housing problem is a multidimensional 
problem that requires multidimensional solutions; it is thus crucial that effective linkages with 
other solutions be established. The potential for spatial planning to integrate and coordinate 
different strategies with land and housing issues must be recognized, and an integrated system of 
land use management must be developed to assist the decision-making process. 
 
Guidelines: 
 

1. Understand the centrality and multidimensional nature of the housing problem for a given 
informal settlement   

2. Ensure the housing strategies are well-connected and coordinated between different 
sectors and across different spatial scales 

3. Understand that land reforms, land policies and land management are fundamental to the 
achievements of housing objectives 
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4. Ensure that land development and land use policies are well connected with other policies 
that affect a given informal settlement 

5. Adopt an integrated approach to spatial planning that links physical interventions with 
positive social and economic outcomes for a given informal settlement  

6.  (…) 
 
 
Principle 7 
 
It is important to formulate a national strategy for housing that supports marginalised 
communities 
 
Rationale: 
 
Given the centrality of housing issues for informal settlements, the link between informal 
settlement policies and housing policy is of critical importance. The lack of decent housing can 
be considered as an extreme form of social inequality and thus allowing access to housing assets 
in a variety of choices becomes a major goal to narrow the gap between the asset wealth and the 
asset poor. The need for proactive housing policy to make a real change for the living conditions 
of the population is also an important precondition for sustainable development.  

Currently, the decision-making process is dominated by ideas of an unregulated market in 
which housing functions as a commodity good. Such thinking marginalises alternative 
perspectives that recognise housing policy as a key tool to address negative effects of housing 
segregation. It demands the State to develop poor-friendly housing policies based on human right 
principles and commits the State to ensure equal access to housing for all.  

 
Guidelines: 
 

1. Understand unequal spatial redistribution of housing wealth and the gap between ‘asset 
wealthy’ and ‘asset poor’ 

2. Consider measures for improving the housing conditions of people in informal 
settlements as part of a national commitment to ensure the basic right of decent housing 
for all 

3. Ensure access to housing for the most vulnerable groups 
4. Communicate with people regarding their housing needs and design methods of 

supporting these needs 
5. Create alternative choices within the same housing market 
6. Create supportive regulatory frameworks for further opportunities to build on housing 

asset 
7. Allow access to housing financing for vulnerable groups 
8. Eliminate unreasonable regulations and other urban strategies that have negative effects 

on housing rights and access to housing of low-income groups 
9. Understand the relationship between housing policy and other policy processes  
10. (…) 
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Principle 8 
 
Informal settlements must be part of a well-designed system of land management 
committed to providing people with affordable access to serviced land 
 
Rationale:  
 
Informal settlement transformation must be supported by efficient land management. People in 
informal settlements often lack or have insecure land rights to support their livelihood. 
Simultaneously, land needs to be considered as a basic human asset and a key factor in 
addressing unequal wealth redistribution. Proactive land policies that create secure and equitable 
land rights may significantly reduce disproportions in asset wealth and create further 
opportunities for those of low-income to build their wealth based on land asset and also ensure 
social inclusion. It is therefore instrumental to allow low-income groups to have alternative 
access to affordable and serviced land.  
 
Guidelines:  
 

1. Ensure that land policy is an integral part of the national strategy to tackle social 
inequality 

2. Distinguish between social needs and market demands for effective land management   
3. Ensure equitable access, alternative choices and security of different land rights  
4. Consider opportunities these rights give citizens in a wider context of their life 
5. Ensure land can be used to access financial resources   
6. Ensure supply of serviced land for affordable housing and future urbanisation 
7. Develop supportive institutions and legislative frameworks and an integrated cadastre 

system for land management and property rights registration 
8. (…) 

 
 
Principle 9 
 
There must exist a pro-poor spatial planning system based on the principles of sustainable 
development 
 
Rationale: 
 
It is recognised that spatial planning may be used as a powerful tool to combine policies for land 
use and urban development with other policies and programmes essential for the transformation 
of deprived places and to ensure the integration of different aspects involved (e.g. economic, 
social and environmental). Spatial planning must be committed to sustainable development and 
recognise and properly address the requirements within particular spatial contexts.  
 
Guidelines: 
 

1. Analyse informal settlements formations and deprivation as the products of social, 
physical and functional structures of cities 

2. Ensure there is a strong link between local and regional planning strategies 
3. Establish a dialogue between planning authorities and key players at the level of  

informal settlements in question 
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4. Strengthen the confidence of marginalized people in the process by also including their 
voices and recognising their stake and their necessary input in the transformation process 

5. Consider how land use and development in informal settlements can be connected to 
other policies important for informal settlement transformation 

6. Consider how the informal settlement transformation contributes to wider urban and 
regional strategies, including housing and eliminating social and economic exclusion 

7. (…) 
 
 
Principle 10 
 
Effective policies for informal settlements must consider the development of Social 
Capital* 
 
Rationale: 
 
There have been significant recent changes in the role of the State and the relationship between 
the State and its citizens, and this requires new approaches to address the problems of informal 
settlements. Recently some governments have become interested in how social capital in 
deprived areas can be better linked to their relevant policy interventions.  

This new approach requires that governments change their negative attitude to informal 
settlements as ‘illegal’ and ‘distressed’ places. Instead, they should focus on various social 
relations established in informal settlements and learn from different survival strategies to 
achieve better outcomes of their interventions. They should not only address the needs of people 
in informal settlements but, also, build on their existing strength. Social capital is thus a valuable 
resource that can not otherwise be available to governments at different levels. The integration of 
social capital into informal settlement strategies strengthens an important link between national 
and informal settlement levels. Social capital of the most disadvantaged groups must also be 
enhanced through their capacity to take control over the decision-making process affecting their 
future. 
 
*Increasingly, social capital is recognized for its significant contribution to government practices around the world 
The concept places greater focus on people and their critical contribution toward economic growth. ‘Social capital’ 
is described as ‘networks, norms, trust – that enable participants to act together more effectively to pursue shared 
objectives’ (Putnam, 1995, pp. 664-5). There is good evidence on how social capital prevents unlawful actions, 
contributes to the well-being of communities and economic vitality of places; it also contributes towards better 
outcomes of various governments’ interventions  
 
Guidelines: 
 

1. Analyse needs, strategies and strengths of the disadvantaged groups in a given informal 
settlement 

2. Define existing organisations and social networks 
3. Eliminate the social processes that can further reinforce deprivation in a given informal 

settlement  
4. Establish effective communication and cooperation with people in a given informal 

settlement 
5. Consider how social capital can further be strengthened  
6. (…) 
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Principle 11 
 
Knowledge and education, and access to information must be provided 
 
Rationale:  
 
Building knowledge and capacity becomes an essential element in decision-making in informal 
settlements. It is also critical for creating institutional enabling environment. Limited knowledge 
and capacity and inaccurate information remain a substantial barrier to the transformation of 
informal settlements. The cross-sectoral and joint up problems of informal settlements require 
enhanced capacity of the key actors, and especially the most disadvantaged groups. All the 
participants should be able to adapt to changes and to plan, manage and actively participate in 
the decision-making process. Building knowledge should be collaborative and inclusive.   
Guidelines: 
 

1. Assess levels of engagement between governments and people in a given informal 
settlement  

2. Value existing skills and the capacity of people in a given informal settlement as well as 
the capacity of different public and private organizations involved  

3. Evaluate the needs for capacity building and decide on the most appropriate action 
4. Develop a communications strategy (including for instance networking between different 

policy-makers across different fields and at different levels of government, sharing 
knowledge using internet technologies and exchanging practical experiences at forums 
and during workshops; community meeting at a given local level to understand their 
views and beliefs and everyday life experiences)  

5. Consider the most disadvantaged groups to be equal partners in building knowledge 
6. (…) 

 
----- 

 


