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Quick facts
1.	 The combined effects of decreasing affordability, poorly 

integrated planning and discrimination have led to 
increased housing segregation and fragmentation.

2.	 Limited civil society participation in housing, planning 
and management remains a major barrier to address the 
housing crisis, with only 19 per cent 152 surveyed of 
cities having strong civil society participation in urban 
planning. 

3.	 Limited access to land is a key driver of increasing 
housing inequality. 

4.	 From 1975 to 2025, urban areas have expanded 
physically at nearly twice the rate of population 
growth, creating low-density development patterns that 
significantly increase per-capita infrastructure costs.

Policy points
1.	 People-based social housing programmes are key to 

address housing inequality, promote social inclusion 
and support marginalized groups. 

2.	 Gender-responsive and culturally appropriate design 
should be mandated as a core requirement for all 
housing and neighbourhood development. 

3.	 Community participation, financing and decision-making 
in housing design, construction and management can 
lead to more efficient and inclusive housing outcomes.

4.	 The development of affordable housing should be 
aligned with infrastructure planning and livelihood 
access to avoid concentrating low-income communities 
in isolated, poorly serviced locations.

5.	 Proximity-based planning requires proactive equity 
safeguards to ensure that local improvements to 
liveability do not displace urban poor populations as a 
result of price increases.

Chapter 7:
Housing and the City: Delivering 

Equitable, Liveable and Inclusive Housing
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Making cities equitable, liveable and inclusive for all remains one of the 
greatest challenges of the 21st century. While housing has an instrumental 
role to play in achieving this, it has often been developed as an isolated 
output without adequate consideration for its wider neighbourhood, 
environmental, cultural and locational setting. Yet the success of a housing 
project is heavily determined by its integration into the city and the wide 
range of services and employment it provides. Without these urban 
opportunities, households risk further social and economic marginalization. 
Consequently, of the eight dimensions of adequate housing discussed 
in this report (see Chapter 1), this chapter pays particular attention 
to three dimensions that are often overlooked in housing delivery and 
management: accessibility (the ways in which housing must be accessible 
to disadvantaged groups), location (how housing needs to be in proximity 
to economic and social opportunities) and cultural adequacy (how it 
reflects the specific customs, values and local materials of its inhabitants).

Housing inclusion is increasingly challenging, extending beyond low-
income families to affect even the middle classes, who often find public 
and social housing provisions exclusively targeted towards the very poor.1 
The pursuit of liveability must therefore be explicitly anchored in equity: 
focusing solely on liveability risks legitimizing high-quality spaces for those 
who can afford them, while perpetuating exclusion for low-income and 
marginalized populations. This inherent tension – between neighbourhood 
liveability and economic accessibility – requires effective planning and 
governance to reconcile competing priorities and ensure that improved 
urban environments benefit all residents, particularly the urban poor. 

With this in mind, the chapter highlights the need for “active inclusion” 
and pro-poor action. It is not enough to accommodate or make space for 
inclusion and liveability, but urban authorities need active policies to 
make this happen. When addressing the housing crisis, it is important 
to prioritize strategies that explicitly protect and benefit low-income 
households, informal settlement residents and other vulnerable groups, 
ensuring that liveability is not only a privilege enjoyed by the affluent but 
a right accessible to all urban dwellers. 

Realizing the human right to adequate housing for all requires pro-
active urban planning and governance that places liveability and 
inclusion concerns central to addressing the housing crisis. The 
chapter is broken up into six main sections: 

•	 The implications of housing segregation and discrimination, 
as well as the opportunities of social housing programmes and 
“Housing First” approaches to homelessness (Section 7.1).

•	 The value of promoting “user-centric” and culturally appropriate 
design, particularly for women, persons with disabilities, 
migrants, Indigenous Peoples and other groups traditionally 
excluded from planning processes (Section 7.2). 

•	 The central role of urban governance in enabling better housing 
outcomes, including the contribution of devolved decision-
making structures, pro-poor policy frameworks and housing-
centred community participation in overcoming barriers to local 
engagement (Section 7.3). 

•	 The critical role of the social function of land and the 
opportunities it creates for pro-poor and community-managed 
models of land management (Section 7.4).   

•	 The importance of density, location and pro-poor improvements 
to prevent urban sprawl and protect low-income groups from 
the risk of displacement (Section 7.5). 

•	 Some concluding remarks summarizing key lessons and ways 
forward (Section 7.6). 

A homeless encampment sits on a street in Downtown Los Angeles, California, USA © Shutterstock

The pursuit of liveability must therefore 
be explicitly anchored in equity
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7.1	 The Reality of Housing Exclusion

Across the world, the socioeconomic divide in urban areas has widened 
sharply over the past three decades, resulting in severe spatial and 
social exclusion.2 The housing crisis confronting cities worldwide is 
not a neutral phenomenon affecting all residents equally: rather, it 
represents a systematic failure that disproportionately burdens the 
urban poor and other vulnerable groups. Conventional development 
approaches often treat low-income housing needs as peripheral 
concerns, to be addressed through minimal standards and residual 
resources, while concentrating investment and quality in middle- 
and upper-income areas. This produces a dual city where liveability 
is stratified by class: affluent residents enjoy access to well-designed, 
amenity-rich, transit-connected neighbourhoods, while the poor are 
relegated to informal settlements, peripheral estates or substandard 
housing in areas lacking basic services and opportunities.3 This is why 
any solution must begin with urban residents themselves and prioritize 
“people-based” policy approaches. These challenges must therefore 
be understood not only as technical problems requiring better design 
solutions, but as manifestations of deeper structural inequalities 
in how urban development is financed, governed and prioritized. 
Consequently, this section begins with an exploration of the dynamics 
of housing segregation and discrimination before discussing two 
highly politicized areas of intervention where the problems of housing 
exclusion can be met at scale: social housing and homelessness.

7.1.1	 The impacts of housing segregation 
	 and discrimination
The combined effects of decreasing housing affordability, poorly 
integrated planning and discrimination have led to increased residential 
and housing segregation. This has the effect of restricting disadvantaged 
people’s access to urban opportunities and safe environments, severely 
limiting the potential role of housing as an enabler for social and 
economic progress. Empirical studies in Europe have shown that 
segregation is increasing,4 with many first- and second-generation 
immigrants concentrated in the lowest-income neighbourhoods.5 In 
the United States (US), housing segregation increased in most cities 
from 1990 to 2014.6 In cities in developing countries, segregation 
often tends to be expressed along distinctions of class,7 caste, ethnicity 
or religion. In India, for example, both Dalits and Muslims are often 
discriminated against when accessing housing, leading to their 
segregation.8 Segregation in China is predominantly between urban 
residents and rural migrants, whose residential permit does not allow 
them to access urban amenities to the same degree.9 The COVID-19 
pandemic further highlighted housing segregation (Box 7.1). 

Box 7.1: How COVID-19 exposed housing 
inequality

The COVID-19 pandemic exposed longstanding 
inequalities in housing access and brought to the 
forefront its importance for health and economic 
productivity. With lockdowns in place, people living 
in inadequate and overcrowded housing were unable 
to isolate or socially distance effectively. Combined 
with substandard housing conditions, such as poor 
ventilation and a lack of sanitation, this had the effect 
of exposing low-income urban residents to an elevated 
risk of contracting the virus. Dense informal settlements 
with inadequate infrastructure and insecure tenure 
proved particularly vulnerable. For cities to strengthen 
their resilience to future pandemics, housing inadequacy 
and affordability must be addressed as core public 
health infrastructure, prioritizing the most vulnerable 
populations who are currently the most exposed.

Source: Amerio et al., 2020; Wahba, 2022.

Urban segregation can be unpacked into two distinct components: 
housing segregation (the uneven distribution of housing units within 
neighbourhoods, based on characteristics such as price, size, type or 
tenure) and residential segregation (the extent to which groups live 
separately in different parts of the city). Both are compounded by 
housing discrimination: this is the practice of treating people unfairly 
when renting, buying or financing a home, based on group characteristics 
or their place of residence. Examples include a landlord rejecting offers 
from potential tenants on account of their race, age or gender, or a bank 
refusing to issue a loan because of the applicant’s address.

Housing discrimination often goes under the radar and is difficult 
to monitor systematically. New global data collected for this report 
indicates that since 2010, the number of formal complaints regarding 
access and treatment has increased by 68 per cent.10 This figure likely 
reflects both the high incidence of negative incidents and improvements 
in monitoring and accountability. In the US, for instance, its legacy 
of slavery and segregation is balanced by relatively strong reporting 
standards that illustrate housing discrimination in its diverse forms. 
According to the 2025 Fair Housing Trends Report, the most common 
form of housing in the US was based on disability, accounting for more 
than half (55 per cent) of complaints filed, followed by race (16 per 
cent) and gender (7 per cent).11  

Housing discrimination often goes under the 
radar and is difficult to monitor systematically

The socioeconomic divide 
in urban areas has widened 
sharply over the past three 
decades, resulting in severe 
spatial and social exclusion
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In practice, processes of segregation and discrimination work in 
tandem – and the housing market is one of the essential factors driving 
these processes.12 While higher income groups can afford housing in 
neighbourhoods with low crime, access to employment opportunities, 
minimal pollution, high-quality amenities and educational resources, 
lower-income households become concentrated in less attractive 
neighbourhoods where housing is cheap.13 Creating desirable, 
well-connected neighbourhoods can drive an inherent affordability 
gap, effectively excluding marginalized populations and reinforcing 
segregation. Studies show that this phenomenon is not confined to 
developing countries: for instance, in Vancouver, Canada, policies 
allowing density bonuses in exchange for affordable housing can 
drive the gentrification of neighbourhoods and obscure the role of 
political power in decisions regarding land use.14 

In sum, housing segregation limits social mobility and deepens socio-
economic divides, perpetuating inequality across generations.15 
Issues of inclusion and liveability are thus intimately connected to 
issues of housing affordability. Indeed, high and rising housing prices 
are associated with increasing segregation.  Housing affordability in 
advanced economies is often compounded by racial discrimination 
and racial inequality.  Thus, tackling the drivers of the global housing 
crisis requires dealing with housing segregation.16

Housing affordability in advanced economies is often compounded by 
racial discrimination and racial inequality.17 Thus, tackling the drivers 
of the global housing crisis requires dealing with housing segregation.

7.1.2	 Place-and-people-based policies
Place-based policies generally focus on the physical upgrading of deprived 
neighbourhoods, by introducing housing for more affluent residents to 
increase the social mix. Examples include diversifying housing designs 
and tenures, providing community spaces and access to transit, and 
specifying the social mix through rent and tenure variation. These 
interventions are increasingly dominant in many regions. In Europe, 
for instance, place-based policies have been popular since the 1990s, 
whereby selective demolitions, strategic construction of owner-occupied 
and private housing, and new allocation rules have been used to transform 
social housing developments. Several such programmes include France’s 
Politique de la Ville, the UK’s New Deal for Communities, Germany’s 
Soziale Stadt and the Netherlands’ Empowered Neighborhoods Policy.18 

However, place-based policies have been critiqued for not addressing the 
root causes of segregation and not addressing specific social and cultural 
concerns.19 These policies have struggled to deconcentrate the poor and 
ethnic minorities, or to attract middle-class residents to disadvantaged 
suburban neighbourhoods.20 Place-based strategies can also reinforce 
social exclusion: they often favour older migrants and long-term 
residents over recent migrants, for instance, and may fuel gentrification 
by encouraging middle-class homeownership in poor neighbourhoods.21  
Consequently, if imposed without due consideration of the complex 
social dynamics at play, their outcomes can even prove detrimental to 
the most vulnerable groups.

People-based policies, on the other hand, target specific people and 
vulnerable groups and give agency to people to determine where their 
housing needs are best met. Among the best-known people-based 
policies are housing voucher programs whereby eligible people can use 
government-issued vouchers to pay for rental cost in the private sector. 
India’s Pradhan Mantri Awas Yojana Scheme offers redeemable housing 
vouchers for purchase of public housing projects as well as private sector 
housing.22 In Spain, through the Youth Rental Voucher, young tenants 
can receive direct monthly rental subsidies of up to €250, protecting 
them from disruptive relocation, and ensuring that young tenants can 
move for work or personal reasons without losing access to housing 
support.23 

People-based policies are also not without their limitations. For instance, 
they often rely on people meeting specific criteria, like age, income or 
job status, which can leave some residents susceptible to losing coverage 
and as a result being at risk of eviction of relocation. In combination, 
however, when implemented appropriately, the two approaches can 
deliver positive impacts: place-based programmes can help revitalize 
distressed neighbourhoods, while people-based assistance can facilitate 
people transitioning out of high-poverty, low-opportunity housing 
conditions.24 

Council flats in a housing estate in Port Glasgow, Scotland, UK © Shutterstock
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7.1.3	 The potential of social housing programmes
Social housing has a significant role to play in tackling residential and 
housing segregation. While the definition of social housing varies 
significantly between countries, they typically share several features.25  
The costs are generally set below formal market rates and are often 
linked to incomes or to the costs of the dwelling. They are designed 
to preserve long-term affordability. Social housing is commonly 
owned or managed by government bodies, non-profit or limited-profit 
organizations. The allocation is typically based on criteria such as need, 
including income level, occupation and vulnerability. Through these 
features, social housing can address housing inequality, promote social 
inclusion and support marginalized groups.

A key bottleneck to enhanced social housing delivery are governance 
gaps and erosion of trust. The delivery of social housing is significantly 
hampered by unclear mandates, fragmented responsibilities, opaque 
allocation processes and a lack of institutional continuity.26 The absence 
of dedicated providers or long-term urban planning frameworks can 

Box 7.2: United Nations expert recommendations on social housing

The Open-ended Intergovernmental Expert Working Group on Adequate Housing for All (OEWG-H) was established by the 
United Nations in 2023 as a platform for countries to work together to address the global housing crisis. In 2025, it released 11 
recommendations on social housing.

Embedding social housing within a robust legal and institutional framework
1.	 Develop robust institutional and policy frameworks to guide the implementation of inclusive and sustainable social housing 

programmes, ensuring sufficient flexibility to accommodate and support incremental housing approaches, mutual-help and 
cooperative delivery systems. 

2.	 Mobilize long-term, diversified and accountable public-interest financing frameworks for social housing, including tailored 
channels for incremental, mutual help, cooperative and community-based provision. 

3.	 Build integrated housing, spatial and demographic data systems to support evidence-based planning and decision-making. 
4.	 Demonstrate the public value of social housing through impact measurement. 

Land allocation and spatial equity
5.	 Unlock access to well-located land for social housing development by mobilizing strategic public land use, land banking and 

land value sharing. 
6.	 Embed social housing into urban policy and governance to ensure equitable access to housing and promote territorial justice. 
7.	 Align social housing with infrastructure planning to support connected and inclusive communities. 

Inclusive and accessible design
8.	 Establish inclusive, accessible and adaptable housing design standards for diverse needs and life stages, as well as form of 

delivery. 
9.	 Promote cultural adequacy and economic inclusion through participatory design and support for informal livelihoods. 

Integrated welfare support and transparent housing allocation
10.	Develop integrated ecosystems of social partners to support the maintenance of the social housing stock and provide continued 

welfare support to beneficiaries, particularly through coordination with other administrative and social assistance systems.
11.	Establish and implement transparent eligibility criteria and allocation procedures, grounded in principles of equity and inclusion.

Source: UN-Habitat, 2025g.

further undermine the system’s ability to deliver. Where allocation 
procedures or eligibility criteria lack transparency, public trust in the 
fairness and purpose of social housing may be further weakened. 
Social housing is also often built in peripheral locations, which severely 
limits its potential (see Section 7.5 on how proximity-based planning 
can overcome this). To improve the supply and management of social 
housing, the United Nations has released key recommendations 
to assist countries in the development of their social housing 
programmes (see Box 7.2). A key trend in social housing is towards 
community-led and cooperative models, an area that will be explored 
in greater detail in Section 7.4. Social housing also has seen design 
innovations to address cultural adequacy and demographic shifts, 
through user-centric and participatory design approaches.

Social housing has a significant role to play in 
tackling residential and housing segregation
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Cities such as Vienna (Austria), Paris (France), Barcelona (Spain), São 
Paulo (Brazil) and Seoul (Republic of Korea) are advancing housing 
agendas by planning, financing and managing social housing while 
integrating it within their broader urban policies. In the Netherlands, 
which has traditionally had a large supply of social housing, the 
national government recentralized public housing delivery by setting 
national goals of at least 30 per cent social rent in the housing stock 
of each municipality. It also signed performance agreements with local 
authorities, housing corporations, and market parties to realize 250,000 
social rental homes.27 In South Africa, meanwhile, social housing is 

positioned as a tool to deal with the legacy of apartheid, enhancing the 
mobility of people and promoting a non-racial, integrated society. In 
the Republic of Korea, instead of wholesale demolition and large-scale 
construction from scratch, a new redevelopment strategy adopted in 
2012 pursues small-scale on-site demolition in older low-rise residential 
areas. This enables the preservation of greater diversity in housing types 
that is more conducive to a range of income groups than a homogenous 
landscape of high-rise new-builds.28 Mexico has also adopted a strong 
rights-based approach to social housing delivery through its Infonavit 
programme (Box 7.3).

Box 7.3: Delivering social housing through Mexico’s Infonavit programme

Infonavit, Mexico’s groundbreaking social housing progamme, operates on the principle that housing is a social right rather than 
a market commodity. It was created in 1972 by the Mexican federal government to develop and build social housing projects, 
primarily through the provision of long-term mortgage credit to low-income workers. In 1993, Infonavit transitioned from being 
solely a constructor of housing to also serving as a regulator of the social housing sector. Residential real estate developers 
take on the risk of funding, building and selling housing, while Infonavit provides affordable finance to employees. By allocating 
5 per cent of their wages to a saving account, they can then use this to obtain a mortgage or other loan from Infonavit-related 
programmes. The accumulated funds, besides being used as a down payment or credit guarantee, can be added to their pension 
fund if they ultimately decide not to buy a house. Between January and December 2025 alone, Infonavit issued close to 600,000 
housing loans, and over the course of the year also constructed more than 6,400 homes.

Source: UN-Habitat, 2011b; Mexico Business News, 2025.

Infonavit financed social housing in Mexico © Shutterstock
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7.1.4 	 Towards the decriminalization of homelessness 
and Housing-First approaches

Among the most egregious shortfalls to adequate housing for all is 
the persistent homelessness of many people around the world. There 
has been an increasing recognition of the need to comprehensively 
address this challenge,29  with more than one third of countries that 
prepare National Urban Policies acknowledging that homelessness a 
significant concern in their cities.30 Homelessness reflects the failure to 
guarantee the right to adequate housing and can include a broad range of 
experiences in which people face inadequate housing, but the focus here 
is on people without shelter or in temporary and crisis accommodation. 

Conventional responses have involved the criminalization of 
homelessness in various forms: eviction from shelter in public spaces, 
the issuance of fines, incarceration and forced institutionalization, often 
perpetuating historical legacies of discrimination and exclusion.31 These 
practices exact a significant cost on local governments while failing to 
address the root causes of homelessness.  In the US, homeless camps 
have been increasingly criminalized following the 2024 Supreme Court 
decision that empowered jurisdictions to penalize people experiencing 
homelessness. This has led to the ban on encampments in over 150 
cities.32 However, in other contexts, there is evidence of an emerging 
trend towards the decriminalization of homelessness, as demonstrated 

Figure 7.1: The Homeless Bill of Rights

Adapted from: European Observatory of Homelessness, n.d.

Housing First approaches emphasize ensuring 
people have access to housing and secure 
tenure first, before addressing the individual 
underlying causes and drivers of homelessness 

THE HOMELESS BILL OF RIGHTS
1.	 The right to housing

2.	 Access to decent emergency accomodation

3.	 The right to use public space and to move freely within it

4.	 The right to equal treatment 

5.	 The right to a postal address

6.	 The right to basic sanitary facilities

7.	 The right to emergency services

8.	 The right to vote

9.	 The right to data protection

10.	 The right to privacy

11.	 The right to carry out practices necessary to survival within law

by the adoption in several cities of the European Observatory on 
Homelessness’ Homeless Bill of Rights (Figure 7.1).33 It sets out the 
rights of persons experiencing homelessness, including their right to use 
public spaces and to move freely within them, and to carry out practices 
needed for survival.34 

While emergency shelters and humanitarian aid play a necessary role 
for people experiencing sudden homelessness, they are not sustainable 
long-term solutions to address homelessness. It is particularly important 
for women, as they often face additional challenges related to safety, 
as well as exclusionary rules for temporary shelter regarding children 
and family composition.35 With this in mind, there has been a trend in 
homelessness policy to move away from “emergency-and-crisis-only” 
responses towards “Housing First” approaches. Housing First approaches 
emphasize ensuring people have access to housing and secure tenure 
first, before addressing the individual underlying causes and drivers of 
homelessness. It is founded on the principle that housing functions as an 
enabling condition to address other issues, such as finding employment 
or addressing substance abuse issues. In such approaches, services are 
still provided, but access to housing is not predicated on successful 
engagement. This stands in contrast to alternative “treatment first” 
models which require people first to address mental health issues or drug 
abuse, before being eligible for housing.36 Countries such as Finland (Box 
3.4) and Canada have made significant progress through the Housing 
First model. Other examples include Scotland, where recent legislation 
removed the requirement for people experiencing homelessness to have 
a “local connection” to the area where assistance is sought, enabling 
people to apply for support anywhere in its territory.37

©Burdun Iliya / Shutterstock



182

WORLD CITIES REPORT 2026

7.2	 Promoting Inclusive Housing Design

People-based policies to enhance inclusion require attention to the needs 
of specific vulnerable groups and a commitment to inclusivity.38 This 
includes designing housing that accommodates older people and persons 
with disabilities, people experiencing homelessness, as well as women, 
migrants and Indigenous Peoples. However, design strategies that 
benefit one vulnerable group often improve the environment for all. For 
instance, a well-lit neighbourhood with varied amenities serves women’s 
safety, eases children’s school routes and can help people with visual 
impairments. Public parks with visible play areas benefit multiple groups 
simultaneously, demonstrating how inclusive design creates universally 
beneficial environments. This section examines the importance of user-
centric design, with a specific focus on women, Indigenous Peoples 
and other groups who have historically been overlooked or sidelined by 
traditional planning processes. 

7.2.1	 The need for user-centric design 
A key aspect of making housing inclusive to all is user-centric and 
adaptable design that can respond to the changing requirements of their 
inhabitants as they age, grow families or face unexpected life events. For 
instance, during the COVID-19 pandemic housing had to accommodate 
evolving needs, including remote work, isolation and multi-generational 
living.39 In a context like this, flexible, adaptive housing design reduces 
costly renovations and forced relocations, while preserving community 
ties and supporting climate resilience.40 Adaptable homes are long-term 
investments, allowing residents to remain in place longer and realize 
savings from sustainable upgrades that would be lost upon relocation (see 
Chapter 6). Overall, inclusive design extends beyond simple accessibility 

to encompass adaptability and a multi-generational perspective, ensuring 
that homes remain functional for a lifetime while preserving community 
ties. 

User-centric and participatory design approaches prioritize the values 
of residents in the formulation and implementation of housing. This 
includes a detailed consideration of factors such as safety, security, 
maintenance costs and the potential for future modifications.41 For 
instance, in Amsterdam (the Netherlands), residents have actively 
become “unofficial urban designers”, collaborating with architects to 
shape urban renewal projects that preserve the existing morphology 
while integrating modern comforts.42  This collaborative approach yielded 
specific architectural requirements that reflected the diverse needs of 
residents, including balconies, outdoor rooms, enclosed kitchens and 
varied dwelling sizes tailored to different demographics. Methodologies 
like recurrent interdisciplinary surveys are employed to understand 
shifting user expectations and inform improvement measures in large 
housing estates.43 For marginalized groups, such as female immigrants 
from the Chinese mainland in Hong Kong, participatory action research 
allows them to express their preferences for ideal living and community 
spaces, informing policy recommendations.44 

User-centric design of apartment buildings in Zuidas, Amsterdam © Shutterstock

During the COVID-19 
pandemic housing had to 
accommodate evolving 
needs, including remote 
work, isolation and multi-
generational living
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7.2.2	 Gender-responsive housing
Understanding the gendered experiences in accessing housing is critical 
for inclusion and liveability, as issues such as safety, mobility and access 
to information disproportionately affect women.45 Safety is a paramount 
concern for women, exacerbated by inadequate lighting, poorly designed 
public spaces, and insufficient policing. Access to essential services, 
affordable housing and economic opportunities also remains limited 
for women.46 This marginalization is generally rooted in complex socio-
economic, cultural and legal factors.47 For example, in Lagos (Nigeria), 
the majority of victims of discrimination in the rental market were female-
headed households.48 In Asia and Africa, discrimination, customary laws 
and inheritance practices continue to limit women’s direct access to land 
and housing.

Gender-inclusive housing approaches are therefore urgently 
needed to ensure equitable access to housing, promote economic 
empowerment and involve women in decision-making processes (Box 
7.4). Gender-responsive policies must also be tailored to the unique 
social characteristics and barriers faced by different groups of women, 
moving beyond a “one-size-fits-all” approach.49 Yet conventional 
urban planning and housing construction have all too often been 
indifferent to gender-specific challenges, overlooking women’s mobility 
patterns and caregiving responsibilities.50 Gender analysis should be 
institutionalized as a mandatory component of all planning approvals 
by requiring developers and planning agencies to demonstrate how 

Box 7.4: Promoting gender inclusion through urban planning

While urban planning frequently disregards the particular needs and vulnerabilities of girls and women, there has been a wide 
range of responses to promote gender inclusion in housing, encompassing a range of entry points. These include:

	� A clear evidence base to inform planning: Planning agencies should develop gender-disaggregated data collection on travel 
patterns, time use and access to services, using this evidence to identify and eliminate spatial barriers that constrain women's 
economic participation and community engagement.

	� Gender-responsive design: in Austria, Vienna’s Frauen-Werk-Stadt projects integrate childcare facilities and shops into housing 
blocks to minimize caregivers’ travel time.

	� Progressive land use planning: In Zambia, the Southern African Development Community’ Gender Protocol has promoted policies 
in which 30 per cent of available public land is allocated to women. Social organizations in Zambia have also worked towards 
gender-responsive planning through amendments of 22 land-related laws.

	� Subsidized housing provision: In an effort to readdress historic exclusion of women in El Salvador, the government launched a 
programme in which seized homes were sold to survivors of gender-based violence at just a quarter of the average housing 
rate.

	� Safe public spaces: urban design elements, such as clear sightlines and adequate lighting, are essential for women’s security 
and freedom of movement. For children, this means safe routes to schools, visible play spaces and intergenerational public 
areas. 

	� Housing support for survivors of gender-based violence: In São Paulo, Brazil, the Women Victims of Violence programme was 
launched in 2021 to provide support to female victims of domestic violence in the process of separating from their aggressors. 
The programme provides beneficiaries with a fast and inclusive housing purchase mechanism that does not require proof of 
income or banking ties, empowering them at a critical moment in their lives.						    
	

Source: Pereira & Rebelo, 2024; Zambia Ministry of Housing and Infrastructure Development, 2020; Mutenda & Chikumo-Mtonga, 2021; El Salvador Ministerio de Vivienda y 
Habitat, 2014.

Playground and rest area in Fernvale Street HDB Estate in Singapore © Shutterstock

housing designs, infrastructure placement and service provision address 
the specific mobility patterns, safety concerns and time constraints of 
women, particularly those with caregiving responsibilities. This requires 
reforming planning standards to mandate the integration of childcare 
facilities, markets and essential services within neighbourhoods, rather 
than requiring separate trips. Authorities should also establish universal 
design requirements for well-lit pedestrian routes, visible public spaces 
that enable passive surveillance, and direct connections between 
housing, schools and transit that minimize travel time for those managing 
multiple household trips. 
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7.2.3	 Promoting multicultural housing
Cities are increasingly becoming more multicultural, yet this diversity 
is rarely reflected in housing design. In many developing countries, in 
particular, Western design and planning standards are still followed, 
without appropriate recognition of local norms and culture.51 The 
dominance of mainstream developers and building firms has often led to 
the construction of homogenous housing, indifferent to different local 
contexts and values.52 This can have wide-ranging impacts on individual 
and communal well-being. While the home is an important source of 
identity and belonging, housing that is poorly attuned to the specific 
needs and practices of its inhabitants can undermine their sense of 
attachment.53 For instance, the standardization of mass housing can 
leave residents feeling alienated from their surroundings,  especially if 
the organizational layout fails to respond to local norms around gender, 
age and social position.  There is enormous divergence between different 
cultures on key issues, such as the co-residence of adult children with 
their parents, that can strongly determine whether or not a dwelling 
would be considered socially and culturally acceptable.56  

Culturally appropriate housing thus goes beyond aesthetic features, such 
as murals or decoration, to encompass a wide range of considerations 
such as family size or the role of older persons in the household.57 By 
definition, there is no template for how culturally appropriate housing 
should look: its design and function will depend on the context and the 
community it serves. For instance, while a typical house in Europe or 
North America tends to be highly compartmentalized, prioritizing private 
over public space,58 migrant communities often adapt the design to 
make it more responsive to their needs. For cultures in which socializing 
and hosting guests is important, this may include modifications to the 
housing entrances, flexibility in the number of bedrooms available, 
and changes to the way kitchens are integrated into the layout.59 This 
aspect of housing flexibility is thus an important enabler of culturally 
appropriate housing.

In other context, responses to multiculturalism have focused on 
appropriate housing for Indigenous cultures, such as India’s Koraga 
tribal community (Box 7.5). New Zealand’s Framework Guidelines on 
the Right to a Decent Home in Aotearoa emphasize the importance 
of acknowledging and respecting cultural diversity in the country.60 
In Canada, the Clayoquot Forest Communities Program involved five 
First Nations groups who identified the need for improved culturally 
appropriate housing that encouraged the use of local labour, expertise 
and materials such as cedar logs, as well as multipurpose spaces for 
evolving family needs.61 

7.3	 The Role of Urban Governance 		
in Housing Equity

Truly inclusive housing is only possible if everyone is able to participate 
in its design, development and implementation. Full participation 
ensures that people can actively contribute to housing decision-making 
processes, resulting in more transparent, inclusive and equitable 
outcomes.62 It helps overcome distrust and power imbalances, 
fostering collaborative learning and shared problem-solving among 
diverse stakeholders.63 Yet current participatory processes often stop 
short of genuine citizen control and empowerment, instead merely 
informing, placating or even manipulating communities with plans 
that have already been decided on.64 

The extent to which residents are able to participate meaningfully 
in determining their own housing outcomes is strongly determined 
by the system of urban governance in place: this is the mechanism 
through which urban planning principles are implemented, contested 
and regulated across multiple levels and sectors (state, private, and 
community). Effective governance is crucial for achieving adequate 
and affordable housing, particularly in mediating the inherent 
tensions between market demands and social needs.65 This section 
look at the current barriers to achieving this and how pro-poor 
housing policies, devolved governance structures and full community 
participation can help overcome them. 

Box 7.5: Supporting inclusive housing outcomes 
for Indigenous Koraga in Karnataka, India

India’s Koraga tribal community have long suffered 
housing exclusion under the caste system. While 
caste‐based discrimination is illegal, many prejudices 
remain. ActionAid India, the Koraga Federation and 
Samagra Grameena Ashram worked with the Koraga 
people in Karnataka state, India, to break this negative 
cycle by supporting Indigenous communities to access 
government schemes to which they are entitled. 
Under the initiative, thousands of hectares of land 
were secured for tribal communities and 19,000 
people were provided with grants to build homes. 
Furthermore, enhanced access to state‐sponsored 
nutrition programmes have improved food security 
and health among the Koraga community. Through a 
community‐led approach, the programme empowers the 
marginalized tribal groups to resist oppressive practices 
and access their basic human right to housing.

Source: World-Habitat, n.d.-b.

Conventional urban planning and housing 
construction have all too often been indifferent to 
gender-specific challenges, overlooking women’s 
mobility patterns and caregiving responsibilities

There is no template for how culturally appropriate 
housing should look: its design and function will 
depend on the context and the community it serves
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7.3.1	 Limited civil society engagement
Despite decades of work on highlighting the importance of civil society 
participation to achieve inclusion and housing equity, progress remains 
uneven and in many cases is being reversed. A 2024 survey of 152 cities 
across 50 countries found that only 19 per cent of cities demonstrated 
strong civil society participation and another 18 per cent showed 
medium participation, with the remainder either having low (35 per 
cent) or very limited or no (29 per cent) participation.66 In Africa, civic 
space has deteriorated in 38 countries since 2014.67 According to the 
CIVICUS Monitor, only 3.4 per cent of the world’s population now live 
in countries where the rights of civil society organizations to operate 
freely are deemed to be “open”. By contrast, almost three quarters 
(73 per cent) of people live in countries characterized by “closed” or 
“repressive” civil spaces.68 

Governance mechanisms sometimes operate as weaponized instruments 
of exclusion against vulnerable groups. The lack of adequate and affordable 
housing, coupled with processes of urban exclusion, acts as a primary 
driver of displacement, forcing development into precarious peri-urban 
areas.69 This forced settlement contributes directly to environmental and 
health hazards such as catastrophic wildfires, exposing already vulnerable 
groups to compounded risks, including pollution and infectious 
diseases.70 Even in formal urban settings, the socioeconomic inequalities 

embedded in housing lead to outcomes such as excess commuting, 
where budget-constrained key workers must accept long, suboptimal 
journeys and live far from their workplaces.71 These spatial and social 
dynamics underscore that structural failures, rather than just market 
pressures, perpetuate concentrated poverty and unnecessary social 
separation among residents.72 Exclusionary practices are often codified 
into policy and manifested in the physical urban landscape, characteristic 
of what some scholars term the “revanchist city”, which actively fosters 
displacement and dispossession.73 All of these underscore the crucial 
role that urban planning and governance can play in integrating housing 
into cities to create liveable and sustainable neighbourhoods.74 

A starting point for safeguarding public participation is to recognize it in 
constitutions or secondary legislation. Bolivia, for instance, enshrined 
the right to participate in its national constitution, paying particular 
attention to the rights of Indigenous Peoples.75 Other countries, such 
as the United Kingdom (UK), Australia, South Africa or Chile, have 
established mechanisms for public participation in territorial planning 
in their legislative frameworks.76 However, the effectiveness of these 
provisions depends on the concrete modalities through which public 
participation takes place. Effective public participation also requires 
access to information, transparency in decision-making and accessible 
remedies for rights violations, including in housing (see Chapter 2).

La Paz / Bolivia. Group of Men and Women looking to a Young Woman who Explains something to them © Shutterstock 

Exclusionary practices are often codified into policy and 
manifested in the physical urban landscape
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7.3.2	 Pro-poor frameworks for action
Statutory inclusion of participation can be a critical enabler, but 
ultimately, participatory processes must be evaluated not by their 
adherence to procedural forms but by their effectiveness in amplifying 
the voices and advancing the interests of low-income and marginalized 
communities. Conventional participation often reproduces existing 
power imbalances, with articulate, well-resourced middle-class residents 
dominating consultations. Meanwhile, the poor, facing barriers of time, 
language, literacy and political capital, remain effectively excluded. 
The case of the Community Architect Program in Old Havana, Cuba, 
illustrates this dynamic starkly: a nominally participatory process primarily 
benefitted those with existing economic and social capital, while failing 
most low-income residents who lacked both the resources to participate 
effectively and the power to influence restrictive regulations.77 When 
public engagement is merely a “cosmetic” process and citizens’ inputs 
are not meaningfully incorporated, good governance is undermined, and 
community distrust deepens.

Genuine participatory governance for liveable neighbourhoods must 
therefore go beyond tokenistic consultation to actively redistribute 
power, providing low-income communities with technical support, 
legal resources and decision-making authority. Pro-poor and active 
participatory approaches directly involve vulnerable people in the design 
and implementation of interventions that affect their lives, rather than 
treating them as passive beneficiaries. Tools supporting such a pro-
poor approach include reserved seats for representatives from informal 

settlements and low-income areas on planning bodies, dedicated budgets 
controlled by poor communities for neighbourhood improvements, and 
legal frameworks that prioritize tenure security and anti-displacement 
protections. 

Participatory budgeting is a good example of pro-poor participation. In 
participatory budgeting, inhabitants are closely involved in decisions to 
allocate public funds across various components, enabling investment 
choices that better reflect community priorities. Such involvement builds 
public trust and buy-in to municipal plans. This can transform community 
planning from an abstract wish list into a process that prioritizes concrete 
investments and builds a sense of shared ownership and accountability. 
Applying such an approach can accelerate improvements in housing in 
two ways. First applied in Porto Alegre, Brazil, participatory budgeting 
in that context allocated a greater share of municipal resources to fund 
housing and basic services.78 Participatory budgeting can also be applied 
to housing communities, particularly housing cooperatives and other 
forms of collaborative housing (see Section 7.4).

In many regions, regulatory frameworks are evolving to provide more 
dedicated “invited spaces” for community participation, recognizing 
community assets and capacities.79 Table 7.1 presents case studies 
demonstrating how political strategies and actor configurations have 
shaped housing outcomes across contexts, illustrating the relationship 
between political power and equitable development. However, gaps 
often emerge during implementation, where community participation 
ideals can be sidelined due to procedural expediency or bureaucratic 
convenience.80 

View of the public market in Porto Alegre, Brazil © Shutterstock

Pro-poor and active participatory approaches 
directly involve vulnerable people in the design and 
implementation of interventions that affect their lives
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Case Actors and dynamics Strategies Lessons
Baan Mankong, 
Thailand

•	 Government political will
•	 CODI state agency
•	 Slum federations
•	 Savings groups
•	 NGOs

•	 Direct funding to communities
•	 Community-led planning
•	 Savings as organizing base
•	 City-wide networks

•	 Household conditions improved
•	 Community power negotiates

Caño Martín 
Peña CLT, Puerto 
Rico

•	 Community leaders
•	 Local elected allies
•	 Government land transfer
•	 Legal advocates

•	 Decades of organizing
•	 Legal innovation
•	 Coalition with professionals
•	 CLT model

•	 Secure tenure for many families
•	 Sustained organizing essential
•	 Strategic allies crucial
•	 Displacement threat catalysed 

political will
Porto Alegre 
Participatory 
Budgeting, Brazil

•	 Municipal government
•	 Neighbourhood assemblies 
•	 Elected citizen delegates
•	 CSOs and social movements
•	 Strong mobilization from 

low‑income districts

•	 Annual participatory budgeting cycle and 
elected budget councils

•	 Neighbourhood and thematic assemblies
•	 Explicit criteria prioritizing underserved 

areas
•	 Iterative feedback between communities 

and municipal planners

•	 Sustained political commitment 
and clear rules

•	 Pro poor criteria and residents' 
decision power

•	 Institutionalization across 
election cycles

Medellín 
Metrocable, 
Colombia

•	 Progressive mayors
•	 Municipal agencies
•	 Informal settlement residents
•	 International partners

•	 Political prioritization of poorest areas
•	 Integrated transport-housing-space 

approach
•	 Community participation
•	 Sustained commitment

•	 Improved access and integration
•	 Political leadership prioritizing 

poor essential
•	 Success created gentrification 

risks
Berlin Rent 
Control, 
Germany

•	 Tenant unions
•	 Left parties
•	 Municipal government vs. 

corporate landlords

•	 Tenant organizing
•	 Electoral campaigns
•	 Rent freeze

•	 Rent freeze overturned by courts
•	 Expropriation blocked
•	 Organized tenant power faces 

property rights limits
•	 Electoral wins insufficient alone

Granby CLT, 
Liverpool, UK

•	 Residents
•	 Community activists
•	 Local council (hostile then 

supportive)
•	 Housing associations
•	 Social investors

•	 Decades resistance to demolition
•	 Guerrilla gardening
•	 Strategic partnerships
•	 CLT formation
•	 Architect collaboration

•	 CLT established with community 
control

•	 Sustained resistance essential
•	 Austerity created opening
•	 Legal structure enables control

DC Preservation 
Network, US

•	 Tenant organizers
•	 Housing providers
•	 Agency staff
•	 Researchers
•	 Variable official support

•	 Multi-stakeholder platform
•	 Data sharing
•	 Combining community and expert 

knowledge

•	 Thousands of units preserved
•	 Trust-building enables action
•	 Knowledge is political resource
•	 Requires preservation funding

South Africa 
NUSP

•	 Shack dweller federations
•	 Governments
•	 NGOs
•	 Donors

•	 Savings as organizing
•	 Federation model
•	 Rights-based advocacy
•	 Community-government partnerships

•	 Thousands upgraded
•	 Constitutional rights provide 

leverage, but need organizing
•	 Political will varies across 

municipalities
Mukuru Special 
Planning Area, 
Nairobi, Kenya

•	 Nairobi City County 
•	 Community organizations and 

federations
•	 NGOs
•	 Universities
•	 Utilities
•	 Residents of Mukuru informal 

settlements, working through 
thematic working groups

•	 Declaration of a Special Planning Area 
(SPA)

•	 Community-led enumerations and 
mapping

•	 Multi-stakeholder consortia by sector 
•	 Co-produced, integrated development 

plan

•	 Granting formal planning status 
to informal settlements

•	 Structuring resident participation 
through SPA mechanisms

•	 Aligning pro-poor priorities with 
official planning

•	 Community data and 
organization strengthen 
negotiating power

Table 7.1: Examples of political strategies in pro-poor housing delivery

Sources: Shelby, 2024; Algoed, 2019; Abers et al., 2018; Montgomery,2024; Howell, 2018; Cities Alliance (n.d.); Ouma, 2024; D’Adda & Kusiak, 2025; Centre for Public Impact, 2016
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Consistent with international frameworks, this report views housing as a 
human right (see Chapter 1). This means that communities can leverage 
constitutional provisions, human rights law, international covenants 
and administrative procedures for strategic litigation and rights-based 
advocacy to compel government action or block harmful policies through 
judicial intervention. The Constitutional Court of South Africa, for 
instance, has issued decisions enforcing housing rights and preventing 
evictions without adequate alternative accommodation, demonstrating 
how legal strategies can achieve policy changes that political processes 
alone might not produce. However, litigation requires access to legal 
expertise and resources that poor communities typically lack, making 
pro bono legal support or public interest law organizations essential. 
Moreover, judicial systems themselves reflect broader power relations 
and may prove unreceptive to rights claims that threaten property 
interests or require substantial public expenditure.81

Furthermore, leveraging international norms and networks can create 
external pressure on national and local governments by appealing to 
human rights frameworks, Sustainable Development Goal commitments, 
and international attention through United Nations special rapporteurs, 
international NGOs, or global housing rights networks. This proves 
particularly valuable in contexts where domestic political opposition is 
weak or where governments prove more responsive to international 
scrutiny than to local demands. The UN Special Rapporteur on the 
right to adequate housing has conducted country missions, highlighting 
violations and making recommendations that lend legitimacy to local 
advocacy.

The increasing digitalization of all aspects of housing delivery has 
also extended to participation. COVID-19 accelerated this shift, with 
many governments expanding digital service delivery, remote working 
tools, data-driven management and the development of “one-stop” 
municipal platforms. Yet, the main challenge over the past decade has 
been ensuring that digital transformation is inclusive and rights-based 
rather than technology-led. Significant digital divides persist, limiting 
access for those with low-incomes or limited connectivity. Low levels 
of meaningful community engagement in smart city initiatives can also 
weaken legitimacy, trust and uptake. 

In response, people-centred approaches to smart cities have gained 
traction, emphasizing the role of technology as a tool to advance 
inclusion, sustainability and shared prosperity. Smart city initiatives, 
while leveraging technology for efficiency, must also prioritize citizen 
feedback and engagement to enhance urban services and effectively 
address housing issues.82 A pro-poor approach prioritizes equitable 

access, participatory design and safeguards to manage risks, including 
privacy, data protection, cybersecurity and responsible use of artificial 
intelligence, consistent with the principles and commitments of the 
United Nations-led Global Digital Compact.83 

7.3.3	 Subsidiarity of housing governance
Realizing adequate housing with strong pro-poor community engagement 
relies on multi-level governance and strong coordination across different 
government tiers with clear roles and responsibilities.84 When national, 
regional and local levels of government coordinate effectively, policies 
are more likely to succeed, fostering development and enhancing public 
trust. Over the last few decades, there has been a broad trend towards 
the decentralization of urban planning, pushing competencies and 
responsibilities down to lower government levels.85 Such decentralized 
and collaborative governance involving government agencies, the private 
sector, NGOs and local communities is essential to leverage resources 
and expertise.86 Decentralization, however, has had mixed results. Too 
often, local levels of government are without adequate resources to match 
their new responsibilities, often considered to be not credit-worthy, and 
unable to benefit from economies of scale. Fragmented mandates and 
weak alignment often undermine local authorities’ capacity to shape 
development outcomes. In London (UK), for example, local planning 
bodies struggle to implement quality standards against macro-level 
economic pressures and a complex system of planning negotiations.87  

Decentralization of housing governance involves multiple political actors 
whose interests frequently conflict, creating a contested terrain where 
outcomes depend on relative power rather than technical merit alone. 
Political executives and elected officials, including mayors, governors and 
council members, operate within electoral logics that may incentivize 
or discourage pro-poor housing policies, depending on their political 
constituencies and the balance of organized interests they must 
navigate. Middle-class voters express concerns about property values 
and neighbourhood change that politicians ignore at their electoral 
peril. Property developers provide campaign financing and political 

Communities can leverage constitutional 
provisions, human rights law, international 
covenants and administrative procedures for 
strategic litigation and rights-based advocacy 

People-centred approaches to smart cities have gained 
traction, emphasizing the role of technology as a tool to 
advance inclusion, sustainability and shared prosperity 

Commuter paying with smart phone while onboarding in public transport © Shutterstock
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commitments, ownership and tenant needs, the network strengthens 
access to collective knowledge, builds trust among actors and enables 
effective, proactive interventions to prevent the loss of affordable housing 
stock (Table 7.1).89 These examples highlight that decentralization 
alone is insufficient: successful governance models must move beyond 
siloed decision-making to embrace a dynamic, interconnected multi-
level governance approach that is both agile and anticipatory. Such an 
approach can engage multiple stakeholders and coordinate efforts across 
various sectors, including land use, transportation and infrastructure.90

Empowering residents and building their capacity is central to appropriately 
subsidiarized housing solutions. This includes tenant education in 
cooperative principles and architectural design, as demonstrated by the 
Granby CLT in Liverpool (UK) (Box 7.9). Investing in civic engagement 
activities builds the capacity of different communities to self-organize, 
learn and act in support of a shared regional vision. This involves creating 
meaningful opportunities for diverse stakeholder groups to participate 
in planning and co-create a sustainable future.91 Capacity-building 
initiatives should aim to empower women and marginalized groups 
through skill development, education and entrepreneurship, fostering 
economic independence.92 Training programmes for policymakers, urban 
planners and community leaders on housing rights and participatory 
governance are also crucial.93 

Box 7.6: Decentralized housing governance in Japan

Japan’s Basic Act for Housing defines how institutions at different levels cooperate with each other, defining the process of 
multilevel incorporation of public rental housing supply. Japan’s housing governance grants prefectural governments direct 
authority to formulate local housing plans, positioning them as a key intermediary between national and municipal levels. On the 
one hand, it mandates public consultation procedures, ensuring that housing planning reflects local needs and social conditions. 
At the same time, central government, regional housing council oversight and approval requirements based on broader national 
acts prevent the misuse of local power, maintaining policy coherence and institutional accountability. Combined with a radically 
simplified national zoning policy based on nuisance level (such as noise or pollution), these innovations in governance have helped 
to increase the supply of housing.

Source: Japan Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism, 2021.

Mixed-use housing in Tokyo, Japan © Shutterstock

support, creating dependencies and obligations. Meanwhile, low-income 
communities that would benefit most from affordable housing typically 
lack equivalent political resources, organizational capacity or access to 
decision-makers. This results in a political asymmetry that systematically 
disadvantages their interests, even in formally democratic systems.88

A primary mechanism of pro-poor housing governance is therefore 
appropriate  housing subsidiarity, which involves the transfer of powers, 
responsibilities and resources to the level of organization that is best 
matched to execute effective housing delivery. This empowers local 
leaders to design and implement strategies tailored to their region’s 
specific needs. In Japan, for example, flexible urban planning regulations 
and decentralized housing governance have helped to increase the supply 
of housing (Box 7.6). The DC Preservation Network in Washington, DC 
(US), illustrates how an inclusive, collaborative process can involve 
government agencies, affordable housing advocates and grassroots 
organizers. By facilitating data-sharing on building conditions, funding 

Housing subsidiarity  involves the transfer of 
powers, responsibilities and resources to the 
level of organization that is best matched to 
execute effective housing delivery
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7.3.4	 Housing-centred community participation
Housing issues have long been catalysts for community organization, 
offering a foundation upon which more inclusive forms of participation 
can be built. Tenant unions, federations of slum dwellers, community-led 
housing networks and similar organizations aggregate the fragmented 
power of individual households into a collective political force capable 
of sustained action.94 The Asian Coalition for Housing Rights (ACHR) 
network, linking slum-dweller federations across the region, demonstrates 
how horizontal organizing among communities can build political 
capacity and help share strategies across borders.95 Similarly, tenant 
unions in cities like Berlin (Germany) have successfully campaigned for 
rent controls and even municipal takeover of large corporate landlords by 
transforming diffuse tenant grievances into organized political demands, 
backed by thousands of mobilized members (Table 7.1).96 

Resident concerns can also lead to forms of resistance that clash with 
local governments. A significant challenge arises from “Not-in-my-
backyard” (NIMBY) opposition, typically voiced by established, often 
affluent homeowners who resist densification or new affordable/social 
housing. These objections, often framed as protecting neighbourhood 
“character” or due to concerns over density, can maintain or exacerbate 
social and economic inequality.97 But housing resistance can also lead 
to positive change. In Kampung Akuarium, Jakarta (Indonesia), for 
instance, the persistent efforts by evicted residents to reclaim their land 
and negotiate with the authorities to support reconstruction ultimately 
led to the development of social housing that ultimately improved their 
living conditions.98

Housing-centred community participation can also be strengthened 
through electoral accountability. This requires making pro-poor housing 
politically salient through voter education about how housing policy 
affects everyday lives, public scorecards rating candidates on their 
housing records, and targeted mobilization of affected communities 
during elections. Local authorities should adopt a pro-poor approach 
that considers how structural barriers to political participation among 
poor and marginalized populations can be overcome, including voter 
registration obstacles, time poverty that makes engagement difficult, 
and political alienation. Success depends on demonstrating that electoral 
participation can yield tangible improvements in housing conditions, 
rather than merely symbolic gestures.99

Coalition-building across class, sectoral and identity lines can amplify 
housing demands and provide technical, political and financial resources 
that individual organizations lack. Direct action and contentious politics, 
including occupations, demonstrations, civil disobedience and other 
forms of protest outside formal institutional channels, can create political 
pressure and attract media attention to unmet housing needs, helping 
to shift public discourse. In Brazil, the Homeless Workers Movement 
(MTST) has used the occupation of unused urban land to demand 

housing rights, forcing government responses and demonstrating the 
failure of market-led provision. Such tactics prove particularly important 
when formal channels exclude poor communities or fail to produce 
meaningful responses to urgent needs. However, direct action also 
carries risks of repression, criminalization and political backlash that 
must be carefully weighed.100 

Engaging sympathetic actors within state institutions also creates 
opportunities for internal advocacy and provides entry points for 
community influence over bureaucratic decisions. Identifying progressive 
bureaucrats, elected officials and agency staff who support pro-poor 
agendas enables communities to cultivate allies who can navigate 
institutional processes, provide information on upcoming decisions 
and champion community interests in internal deliberations. However, 
reliance on insider allies creates dependencies and may moderate 
demands to maintain relationships.101 

Finally, demonstrating alternative models through community-led projects 
proves the viability of pro-poor housing approaches and exerts pressure 
for their adoption in policy by showing that different arrangements are 
possible and effective. When well-documented and disseminated, these 
initiatives broaden understanding of what is politically and practically 
feasible. However, scaling pilot projects to address housing needs 
requires overcoming political resistance to approaches that threaten 
established interests.

7.4	  Realizing the Social Function of Land

Equitable access to housing and land is a key means to address the 
housing crisis. Social inclusion and access to services can only be 
realized if the question of land is tackled head on. Housing and land 
enable people to use their assets as collateral for other investments, and 
residential location is a key determinant in access to services, including 
schools, hospitals and parks. However, in both developed and developing 
countries, a lack of well-serviced urban land is creating land scarcity, 
rising prices and land speculation (see Chapter 1). The social function of 
land – its use to benefit the collective or common good – is not realized 
in most cities, and has become secondary to the financial value of land 
as a means of investment (Box 7.7). This section begins by looking at 
the widespread problem of land and housing vacancy as a symptom of a 
broader malaise brought on by the financialization of supply. From there, 
it discusses how land use instruments such as zoning can promote more 
efficient and inclusive outcomes, before presenting some key examples 
of successful community-led land management models worldwide. 

Local authorities should adopt a pro-poor approach 
that considers how structural barriers to political 
participation among poor and marginalized 
populations can be overcome

The social function of 
land – its use to benefit 
the collective or common 
good – is not realized 
in most cities, and has 
become secondary to the 
financial value of land as 
a means of investment 
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7.4.1 The problem of vacant land and housing 
Housing does not exist in isolation: the surrounding streets and 
neighbourhood provide many social functions to the home, including 
care, security, human contact and communal vitality. Realizing these 
benefits, however, relies on land being used and developed in inclusive 
and participatory ways, as well as urban design elements that promote 
mixed-use environments, small blocks and active streets as the 
foundation for urban vitality and resilience.102 Diversity, complexity and 
variety are essential for creating complete neighbourhoods that foster 
human connectivity and discourage isolation.103 The concept of “eyes on 
the street” – espoused by the urbanist Jane Jacobs that the presence of 
fellow residents in public spaces offers a form of passive surveillance that 
enhances security and lowers crime104 – further underscores that dense, 

mixed-use environments enhance visibility and improve public safety.105 
The practice of mixing housing, commercial and office land uses helps 
manage transitions within neighbourhoods and facilitates active street 
life.106 

Unfortunately, in practice most urban land markets generally conspire 
against such positive outcomes, instead promoting damaging and even 
dysfunctional development practices that actively undermine the 
collective interests of residents themselves in the interests of profit. 
One of the main ways in which the social value of land is neglected is in 
leaving land and housing vacant: this is often the result of a conscious 
decision by investors to leave land undeveloped on the assumption that 
its value will continue to rise regardless. 

Box 7.7: Protecting the social function of land

Embracing the social function of land is paramount for equitable housing provision. The social function of land means that the right 
of private ownership also includes an obligation to use land in a way that contributes to shared interests and the collective good, 
serving a crucial social purpose beyond its economic value. The social function of land was integrated into the New Urban Agenda, 
as it envisages “cities and human settlements that fulfil their social function, including the social and ecological function of land, 
with a view to progressively achieving the full realization of the right to adequate housing”. It involves reimagining zoning practices 
to prioritize equity, ecology and collective resource management over economic profitability. This means using urban planning to 
create a range of housing opportunities and choices for different income levels and co-habitation possibilities. Policies can ensure 
that essential urban functions are accessible at a community scale, balancing urban density with green and blue infrastructure to 
meet both environmental and social needs. This approach challenges the commodification of urban spaces, promoting cities as 
common goods free of discrimination. 

Over the past decades, the social function of land has gained significant legal recognition, with Brazil serving as a prominent case. 
The 1988 Federal Constitution established the legal foundation for the right to the city by incorporating as a crucial principle the 
social function of land, property and the city. These principles were further regulated by the 2001 City Statute (Box 5.7), which 
recognized favelas as legitimate areas of the city entitled to public investment, basic infrastructure and public services.

Source: Foster & Bonilla, 2011; Jha et al., 2025, para 13, p.5; Yücel & Durán-Díaz, 2025; Zhang et al., 2025; Rossbach & Montandon, 2017.

Aerial view of Municipal Porada Park in 
Seregno, Brianza, Italy © Shutterstock
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behaviour analysis to determine the best strategy.112 Some countries and 
cities have also experimented with taxes and fines for vacant property. 
For instance, since Vancouver (Canada) introduced its empty homes tax 
in 2017, the city has collected C$202 million as of the end of 2024, with 
this revenue used to support affordable housing development.113

7.4.2 The role of pro-poor land management
Land policy instruments and regulations are vital for reforming housing 
policies to make them more inclusive and address the housing crisis. 
Secure land tenure is a critical building block for people to establish 
sustainable livelihoods, prevent displacement (Chapter 4) and leverage 
the potential of informal urbanization to alleviate the housing crisis 
(Chapter 5). Governments can work proactively to help achieve this. 
In Mongolia, for example, the 2002 Law on Allocation of Land to 
Mongolian Citizens for Ownership aimed to democratize access to land 
by granting every adult citizen a one-time right to receive a residential 
land plot free of charge – up to 700 square metres in urban areas.114  
However, this approach can have unintended knock-on effects that, if 
not effectively managed, can exacerbate vulnerabilities. In the case of 
Mongolia, the free redistribution of land has been blamed for promoting 
inefficient land use and sprawl in the capital of Ulaanbaatar (Figure 7.3), 
resulting in the spread of poorly serviced, far-flung settlements at the 
city’s periphery.115

While global data on land and housing vacancy is incomplete and difficult 
to compare between countries, given the lack of an agreed definition 
of vacancy, in some contexts upwards of 15 per cent of housing stock 
could be vacant.107 Vacancy rates are typically higher in rural areas and 
small towns, as demonstrated in Figure 7.2 showing comparative levels 
in different European countries. However, housing vacancies in urban 
areas represent a far more serious opportunity cost, as all the upfront 
investments in infrastructure and services have already been made, but 
are not being used. While some vacancy is a normal part of a functioning 
housing market, large-scale vacant land and housing negatively impact 
on livability, through reduced urban activity and higher costs.108 It is 
also the case that housing vacancy does not translate into lower housing 
costs: in Bulgaria’s capital, Sofia, despite an estimated 30 per cent of 
housing stock lying vacant, the city has seen house prices soar against a 
backdrop of limited supply on the market.109 

Some countries and cities have developed new and innovative ways of 
tackling land and housing vacancy (Table 7.2). This begins with better 
data collection. In the Belgian region of Wallonia, measures have been 
implemented to use utility bills to detect vacant homes.110 France, where 
an estimated 1.1 million housing units have been vacant for at least 
two years, has launched a national strategy to combat the problem.111  
Coordinated by France’s National Housing Agency, it empowers local 
actors to tackle long-term vacancy through digital record keeping and 

Figure 7.2: Residential vacancy rates in selected European countries and their capital cities

Source: Housing Europe Observatory, 2023.
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Community Mortgage Programme and European housing cooperatives, 
resident-led models are diversifying. 

Community-led land and housing approaches rely on establishing 
collective tenure arrangements that transfer land ownership and 
development rights from state control or speculative markets to 
organized resident communities.123 Governments should legally 
recognize community-based organizations as legitimate planning 
authorities with statutory powers to negotiate land use, allocate housing 
units, manage collective assets and enforce affordability covenants in 
perpetuity. Urban authorities should also implement participatory land 
use mapping where communities can document their spatial needs and 
establish development funds to acquire land strategically, preventing 
displacement before gentrification pressures emerge.

Effective land use management is thus critical for sustainable, socially 
inclusive cities. Different zoning types – such as performance zoning 
for environmental protection, incentive zoning for supplying community 
infrastructure and inclusionary zoning requiring developers to allocate 
a portion of houses as social housing units116 – all contribute to greater 
equity by promoting diverse housing opportunities.117 A crucial aspect 
involves reviewing regulatory processes governing land use to increase 
the supply of affordable housing.118  Their effectiveness depends on local 
market conditions and political will: they are generally most successful 
when integrated into urban land and housing markets and the planning 
system, providing incentives to landowners and developers.119  

Land and property registration and cadastres are an important tool 
for land valuation and taxation, as well as land dispute resolution. A 
functional system of land and property registration is a basic condition 
for effective urban planning techniques, such as land value capture, 
whereby a portion of the increase in land value that occurs due to 
public investments or planning decisions is recycled to finance public 
goods, including affordable housing and infrastructure.120 In Vancouver 
(Canada), for example, “density agreements” allow condominium 
developers to obtain extra density in exchange for providing affordable 
housing units.121 Effective land value capture requires a planning system 
that corrects for market failures and provides incentives for private 
landowners and developers to participate in affordable housing as a 
business proposition.122 

7.4.3	 The opportunity of community-led land and 
housing management

Embracing the social function of land means transforming participation 
from consultative processes to legally binding co-governance with 
communities. Community-led housing refers to a broad range of housing 
solutions that are characterized by strong community involvement, 
including collaborative housing, co-housing and co-operative housing. 
As highlighted in Chapter 1, such community-led approaches are 
increasingly recognized as important to realizing the social function 
of land. From Uruguay’s mutual aid cooperatives and Brazil’s Minha 
Casa, Minha Vida (“My House, My Life”) initiatives to the Philippines’ 

Table 7.2: Strategies to tackle housing vacancy

Tools to help owners to bring homes back into use
Tax and regulatory reliefs Reducing the tax or regulatory burden to incentivise rehabilitation of vacant dwellings
Public grants and loans Direct cash payment or loan to complete certain activities, like the renovation of a dwelling
One-stop shops Programmes to bring together the various strands of renovation and regeneration under one 

roof and with tailored support for applicants
Temporary rental agreements Incentivize owners to plug gaps in the rental market for a defined period of time

Tools to deter owners from leaving homes vacant
Increased tax liabilities Pressure owners of vacant property by increasing property taxes
Fining owners of vacant dwellings Pressure owners of vacant dwellings by levelling fines in proportion to the social value of the 

property
Requisition of vacant dwellings Bring vacant dwellings under temporary public management
Dealing with secondary residences Discourage the underutilization of dwellings in areas of high demand for primary residences

Adapted from: Housing Europe Observatory, 2023.

Large-scale vacant land 
and housing negatively 
impact on livability

Collaborative housing
Successful models of collaborative governance in housing development 
demonstrate how collective action and multi-stakeholder partnerships 
can create more equitable and liveable urban environments. They must 
be inclusive, ensuring that all relevant stakeholders, especially non-
state actors and representatives of vulnerable communities, are invited 
to participate directly in the decision-making process. The process 
for developing such models must be governed by transparent rules 
for negotiation and decision-making that are established and agreed 
upon at the outset: this requires open communication and a genuine 
redistribution of power. Collaborative housing initiatives in European 
cities, such as Freiburg and Hamburg in Germany or Gothenburg in 
Sweden, also demonstrate how municipalities can support self-build 
groups and co-housing projects through land allocation, financial aid and 
the integration of social diversity.124 
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Elsewhere, in Mexico, the Xacalli development used participatory design 
tools, inspired by local forms, to create urban housing with flexible 
growth options for families.125 Similarly, in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, 
cooperative housing societies, often community-led, demonstrate the 
potential of collective action, self-governance and partnerships to secure 
land and build housing, thereby mitigating financial constraints through 
active engagement, strategic resource allocation and risk management.126 
It can be observed from these cases that meaningful participation 
requires a significant investment of time, technical expertise and 
financial resources. Public agencies must be willing to adequately fund 
the process, including providing capacity-building support for community 
groups and ensuring that the collaboration’s outcomes can be effectively 
implemented.127 

Housing cooperatives
Another common form of community-led land management are housing 
cooperatives. In recent debates on social development, involving 
youth, ageing people and persons with disabilities, the United Nations 
Secretary-General highlighted the role of cooperatives as sustainable and 
successful enterprises that have an important enabling role in the creation 
of affordable housing options.128 Such cooperatives are common across 
the world, both in developed and developing countries, including more 
than 2.3 million housing units in Pakistan, almost 2 million in Türkiye 
and around 500,000 in Egypt (Table 7.3). While there is no single model, 
all cooperative housing is characterized by the way in which residents 
are members of the cooperative themselves. Community-led housing 

Country Cooperatives Homes Latest year 
of data

Pakistan 2 687 2,326,003 2016
Germany 1 800 2,200,000 2024
Türkiye 55 000 1,985,000 2011
United States 
of America

6 400 1,200,000 2018

Italy 4 364 672,000 2017
Egypt 2 320 500,000 2010
Austria 98 425,000 2018
Norway 6 000 275,000 2023
Portugal 100 200,000 2018
United 
Kingdom

 196,500 2023

India 100 000 191,753 2024
Switzerland - 170,000 -
Canada 2 220 9,526 -
Australia 270 5,804 2024
South Africa 21 1,500 -
Total  10,358,086  

Table 7.3: Housing cooperatives in select countries

Source: Housing Cooperatives International, 2025.

cooperatives are usually set up at the scale of their intended housing 
project and tend to be highly participatory, with shared values including 
environment-friendly design, intergenerational sharing, mutual care, 
open neighbourhoods and solidarity with vulnerable populations. In 
developing countries, housing cooperatives that gather housing demand 
to collectively purchase land and build are common, such as in Chile, 
India, Kenya, Peru, Senegal and Zimbabwe. There are also institutional 
housing cooperatives, often in developed countries, where a housing 
authority manages public housing subsidies to provide affordable housing 
for residents.

Community Land Trusts
The community land trust (CLT) is an alternative tenure model in which 
land is collectively managed and owned through a nonprofit organization 
that holds it in a trust on behalf of the local community, while buildings 
belong to the residents themself.129 By institutionalizing cooperative 
tenure, member tenants collectively own land and housing, transcending 
traditional private ownership models.  CLTs have proven effective in 
securing long-term affordable housing and preventing displacement 
and loss. They make homeownership more accessible to lower-income 
households by maintaining prices low over time through resale 
restrictions.130 CLTs are flexible in incorporating multiple tenures and 
diverse stakeholder groups for democratic land governance, prioritizing 
stewardship over mere ownership.131  

CLTs are among the most common legal infrastructure to produce 
collaborative housing.132 CLTs acquire land, with support from public or 
private donors, permanently removing it from the speculative market. In 
doing so, they provide long-term affordability while facilitating democratic 
community control over development. The land is never resold: instead, 
it is leased to individual owners, housing cooperatives, nonprofit and 
for-profit developers, and other entities through long-term ground leases 
for uses approved by the community. Ground leases, which typically last 
99 years, are renewable and inheritable, with built-in affordability and 
resale controls.133

Beyond the core purposes of land acquisition, collective stewardship 
and community governance, the CLT is a flexible model that can serve 
multiple purposes, depending on local context and needs.134 The model 
is a form of community-led housing, designed to insulate against market 
volatility, foster social equality and encourage resident control.135  
Through governance structures that ensure balanced representation 
of residents, community members and government authorities, CLTs 
embody a participatory approach to land management while ensuring 
affordability across generations. The Caño Martín Peña CLT in Puerto 
Rico (US) stands as a powerful global example of how collective land 
ownership can be used as a legal and institutional tool to empower 
informal communities, secure housing rights and guide equitable urban 
development in the long term (Box 7.8). 

CLTs have proven effective in securing 
long-term affordable housing and 
preventing displacement and loss
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Today, there are over 500 CLTs in countries worldwide, including 
Bolivia, Brazil, India and Kenya,136 demonstrating their applicability 
in developing countries. Brazil, for instance, launched the Favela CLT 
project in 2018 to pilot CLTs in informal settlements and promote 
national legislation.137 Its achievements included workshops in seven 
Brazilian cities, 139 community workshops across 10 favelas in Rio 
de Janeiro – resulting in two associations’ bylaws and two community 
plans for local improvement – and the incorporation of CLTs into the 
master plan of five municipalities. Within informal settlements, the 
sustainability of the CLT model is favoured by the presence of well-
developed communities who perceive a clear threat of displacement and 
are motivated to address their lack of tenure security together, aided 
by a strong sense of belonging, an established process of community 
mobilization and connections with external organizations able to provide 
the necessary technical assistance to support them.138

CLTs often originate from grassroots movements. In developing 
countries they tend to combine land tenure reform with public 
infrastructure improvements – such as drainage, sanitation, green 
areas and resilience projects – and prioritize resident-majority boards 
alongside participatory oversight mechanisms. A successful case of CLTs 
in developed countries is the Granby Four Streets CLT, in Liverpool, 
UK (Box 7.9). After decades of disinvestment and failed demolition 
plans, residents of Granby, Liverpool, initiated a campaign to create a 
CLT to acquire and rehabilitate empty homes.139 Incorporated in 2011, 
the Granby CLT brought together residents, housing associations, the 
city council, and a private social finance company for refurbishment. 
The community designed, developed and managed their own homes, 

Box 7.8: The Caño Martín Peña Community Land Trust, Puerto Rico

In the late 1990s, eight informal communities along the highly polluted Martín Peña Channel in San Juan, Puerto Rico faced the 
threat of displacement from a large-scale government project to dredge the channel and redevelop the valuable adjacent land. In 
response, residents – in partnership with the government – established the Caño Martín Peña CLT in 2004. The CLT was established 
as a safeguard against gentrification, recognizing that environmental improvements paired with the area’s central location would 
likely attract private developers and raise land values. Residents were engaged throughout every planning phase, strengthening 
local leadership and grassroots organizations.

Between 2002 and 2004, more than 700 participatory meetings led to the adoption of the Law 489-2004, recognising the G-8 as the 
communities’ representative entity and establishing the Caño Martín Peña Community Land Trust. Approximately 80 hectares of 
public land were transferred to the Trust, granting residents tenure security and legal control over local development. Constituted 
as a nonprofit governed by a board of residents and public officials, the CLT became a mechanism to regularise land tenure for 2000 
households, formalising land-occupancy rights – inheritable, mortgageable, or saleable under a formula that limits equity – at the 
Land Registry. 

This innovative adaptation of the CLT model to an informal settlement context effectively de-links the value of the housing from 
the speculative land market. A resale formula in the ground lease ensures that homes remain permanently affordable for future 
generations of low-income residents, preventing the gentrification that typically follows major infrastructure upgrades. The CLT is 
governed by a board of residents and public officials, giving the community legal control over the development of their territory. 
The model has not only secured tenure for thousands of families, but has also facilitated a more organized and just resettlement 
process for those who had to move for the dredging, ensuring they could remain within their community. 

Source: Algoed, 2019.

supported by tenant education in cooperative principles and 
architectural design. This enabled an incremental, self-sustaining, 
and community-led approach, demonstrating how grassroots 
initiatives can secure legal ownership and long-term collective 
control over land and resources with external support.140 

View of Rocinha, the largest favela in Brazil © Shutterstock 
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Urban areas around the globe have expanded their 
physical size at a pace significantly outpacing 
population growth

7.5	 Integrating Housing in the City

The legacy of poorly managed urban development is often reflected 
in social and spatial stratification,141 resulting in physically isolated 
residential areas that are disconnected from key amenities, employment 
centres, and social infrastructure. Realizing the social integration of 
people within the city – the “people-based” dimension of housing policy 
– depends on overcoming housing segregation and inclusive participatory 
processes. However, without addressing the spatial component of 
integrating housing in the city – the “place-based” aspects – people will 
not be able to access urban opportunities in an equitable manner. While 
concepts like mixed-use development, Transit-Oriented Development 
(TOD) and the X-minute city offer powerful frameworks for creating 
vibrant neighbourhoods, their implementation often primarily benefits 
middle- and upper-income residents while displacing or excluding 
the poor. This section therefore analyses not only the potential of 
these planning approaches, but also their limitations and the specific 
interventions required to ensure they serve low-income communities 
and advance equity alongside liveability. After providing an overview 
of the challenges of urban sprawl, it examines the importance of well-
planned density and location, as well as the need for pro-poor safeguards 
to ensure that improvements to liveability do not result in low-income 
groups being displaced by gentrification. 

Box 7.9: Granby Community Land Trust

The Granby Community Land Trust (CLT) in Liverpool, UK, offers a compelling example of grassroots innovation and multi-
stakeholder collaboration in urban regeneration. Originating from informal "commoning" practices and guerrilla gardening by 
residents, the CLT emerged as a response to severe deprivation and dilapidated housing conditions in the Granby neighbourhood. 
Residents actively resisted displacement and community fragmentation, motivated by a desire for better housing conditions. The 
community designed, developed, and managed their own homes, supported by tenant education in cooperative principles and 
architectural design.

This initiative demonstrates social production of habitat through NGO-community-government partnerships. The CLT works with 
partners like Housing Development Solutions International (HDSI) and the National Association of Housing Cooperatives (NAHC) 
to attract vital support and funding, including low-interest loans from HDSI and grants from organizations like the Nationwide 
Foundation and the government's Empty Homes funds.

The Granby case also highlights the challenges of scaling grassroots innovations and institutionalization within a prevailing 
"ownership model" focused on private property rights. The long-term viability of collective control paradoxically depends on 
state support to authorize and finance community acquisition of land and to recognize its legal ownership. The CLT's flexibility 
in incorporating multiple tenures and diverse interest groups for democratic governance of land, emphasizing stewardship over 
ownership, is key to overcoming exclusionary dynamics and attracting broad community mandate. Systematic support and 
coordination from intermediary bodies are needed to replicate such mutual experiments. However, there is a recognized risk that 
successful common ownership institutions could mutate into large, bureaucratic concerns, losing their connection to people and 
place, similar to how some housing associations originally started as place-based charitable trusts.

Source: Thompson, 2015.

7.5.1	 Increasing urban sprawl
The rapid acceleration of global urbanization, with projections that 68 
per cent of the world's population will inhabit cities by 2050 and urban 
populations expected to add another 2.2 billion people by that time,142  
demands an immediate and critical re-evaluation of how housing is 
planned, governed, and integrated into the city. This unprecedented 
urban growth is overwhelmingly concentrated in Asia and Africa, 
where cities must accommodate massive population increases while 
confronting the dual challenge of providing adequate housing and 
managing urban expansion sustainably. The scale of this transformation 
requires moving beyond conventional development patterns that have 
generated extensive urban sprawl, consuming agricultural land and 
natural ecosystems at alarming rates while increasing infrastructure 
costs and environmental degradation. 

In recent decades, urban areas around the globe have expanded their 
physical size at a pace significantly outpacing population growth. From 
1975 to 2025, the area developed and inhabited by people has increased 
nearly twice as quickly as the world’s population.143 This has resulted 
in the average built-up area per capita in that period increasing from 
43 to 63 square metres. Given the inefficiencies and inequities this 
sprawling development creates, the imperative for integrated planning 
and governance becomes even more acute. Low-density urban expansion 
increases per capita infrastructure costs for water, sewerage, roads and 
public services while reducing fiscal capacity to provide quality education, 
healthcare and social services. Urban sprawl exacerbates spatial 
inequality by concentrating affordable housing options in peripheral 
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Urban sprawl exacerbates spatial 
inequality by concentrating affordable 
housing options in peripheral locations 
far removed from employment centres

Figure 7.3: Urban sprawl and associated loss of natural resources in Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia

locations far removed from employment centres, forcing low-income 
workers into long, expensive commutes. Environmental consequences 
include habitat loss, increased carbon emissions from transportation and 
reduced agricultural productivity as cities consume productive farmland. 
Such consequences have been observed in many cities globally, such as 
Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia (Figure 7.3). 

Source: Chinzorig et al., 2026.
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7.5.2	 The importance of density and effective design
Effective urban planning that integrates housing within compact, 
mixed-use, transit-oriented neighbourhoods offers an alternative pathway 
to unmanaged sprawl: reducing land consumption while improving 
access to opportunities, lowering household transportation costs, 
enabling efficient public service delivery, and creating the population 
densities necessary to support vibrant local economies and robust 
public transit systems.144 Working from these criteria, different metrics 
rooted in urban design are used to assess liveability and sustainable 
development in neighbourhoods.145 The “5Ds” approach – focused on 
density, diversity, design, destination accessibility and distance to transit 
– provides a framework for evaluating neighbourhood performance and 
ensuring proper access to basic services and infrastructure:146  

•	 Density refers to increasing population and dwelling units to achieve 
efficiency in land use and enable proximity to opportunities.147  
Urban density is essential because it creates the critical mass 
necessary to make public transportation, shops, and essential 
services viable.148 

•	 Diversity requires a mix of housing types (such as high-rise, 
low-rise and affordable units) and non-residential functions 
(including commerce and services). It plays a key role in increasing 
neighbourhood liveability.149  

•	 Design encompasses characteristics like street connectivity and 
pedestrian-oriented environments, which directly influence 
walkability and public life.150 

•	 Destination accessibility ensures that essential services are close by, 
enabling daily needs to be met locally.151 

•	 Distance to transit measures the proximity of residences to public 
transportation stops, promoting ridership and sustainable mobility 
across the city.152  

The COVID-19 pandemic brought discussions on urban density to 
the mainstream. Initial assumptions that higher urban density directly 
caused higher infection rates proved false.153 Well-designed density 
with sufficient household space and public amenities supports vibrant 
urban life, while overcrowding – too many people in inadequate space 
– strongly correlated with disease transmission.154 Seoul (Republic of 
Korea), for instance, despite its high population density, was able to 
effectively contain COVID-19 as a result of adequate floor space, quality 
housing and infrastructure facilitating social distancing.155 The pandemic 
also highlighted the value of urban proximity where daily needs (such 
as work, commerce, healthcare and education) are accessible within 
walking or cycling distance.156 Decentralized services minimize 
population movement during crises, though equitable distribution is 
essential to avoid worsening existing inequities.

An often overlooked aspect of improving accessibility and the proximity 
of housing to services is the role of the urban fabric in facilitating ease 
of movement, particularly for pedestrians.157 Much housing is not 
only built far from adequate public transport and amenities, but also 

located in neighbourhoods that discourage walking. While the absence 
of sidewalks in many developing cities is one aspect of walkability that 
is often highlighted,158 a neighbourhood’s spatial cohesion is also key: 
if the network of streets are not well connected, pedestrian travel 
distances can easily reach beyond what is walkable. In this regard, the 
prevalence of gated housing communities can be a major obstacle to 
pedestrian access, particularly in cities where colonial planning practices 
persist, segregating neighbourhoods from each other and lowering good 
walkable access to housing.159 Urban planning must incorporate social 
infrastructure and public space design principles focused on human 
scale, activity opportunities and community ties.160 Access to amenities 
(such as libraries and schools) and public spaces (including streets, 
squares and parks) positively correlate with social trust and neighbourly 
cohesion. Designing spaces at a human scale, encouraging walking and 
collective interaction, nurtures community life.161 Parks, community 
gardens and waterfronts are also essential for improving resident health, 
well-being and community socialization. These green and blue spaces 
should be considered “essential infrastructure” and provided equitably. 
Research in cities such as Tartu (Estonia) and Faro (Portugal) highlights 
that the inadequate distribution of public green space often reflects 
environmental injustice, disproportionately affecting minority or low-
income communities.162 

7.5.3	 The role of housing typologies
The demand for housing is a primary driver of urban expansion, 
attributable to growing urban populations, increasing unaffordability in 
city centres, changing preferences among urban residents for more space 
and higher demand for single-family dwellings, as well as government-led 
housing initiatives which are increasingly located outside core urban 
areas.163 As shown in Chapter 1, the ever larger housing consumption 
per capita is a key driver of the housing crisis, and this is intrinsically 
linked to the housing typologies people prefer and policies promote. 

Low rise single-family housing is both expensive to built and costly to the environment 
© Shutterstock
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The costs of investing in public infrastructure and services for low-rise 
housing development are multiplied since the distances covered by these 
infrastructures is far greater. A neighbourhood with low-rise typologies 
has a smaller tax base to cover the costs of long-term maintenance for 
any given stretch of infrastructure.

Comparison of a variety of housing typologies and their contribution to 
built-up areas and urban sprawl between 2010 and 2025 of a sample of 
110 cities worldwide (presented in Table 7.4) demonstrate a number of 
significant including findings, including: 

	� Low-rise single housing is by far the most dominant housing typology 
globally in cities, accounting for 58.2 per cent of housing stock. 
This figure only appears to be increasing: between 2010 and 2025 
period, 63 per cent of newly built urban areas was comprised of 
low-rise housing, with multi-family housing accounting for only 
9.7 per cent and informally planned areas representing only 2.7 
per cent. This shows that urban sprawl is primarily driven not by 
unmanaged urban growth, such as informal settlements, but by 
poorly planned housing development that favours low-rise typologies 
over more efficient alternatives. Aracaju City, Brazil, in the Figure 
7.4 provides an example of the prevalence of low-rise typologies.

	� Besides being the most prevalent housing type, low-rise single 
housing is also the most inefficient in terms of its land consumption. 
It is the only typology included in the analysis that consumes a 
higher proportion of land than its relative share of the housing 
stock, accounting for 69.2 per cent of total built-up areas in cities.

	� Multi-dwelling apartments have better access to public transport: 
the largest gaps are for low-rise single housing units where ridership 
is lowest and costs for service delivery are highest. Globally, the 
average proportion of the urban population with convenient access 
to public transport is estimated at 60.9 per cent, with significant 
variations across regions – from 16.2 per cent in Oceania to 83.7 
per cent in Europe and Northern America164 – but these figures 
do not account for different housing typologies. In the sample, 65 
per cent of multi-dwelling apartments enjoyed convenient access 
to public transport, followed by housing in unplanned areas (48 per 
cent), multi-family row housing units (46 per cent) and lastly low-
rise housing units (42 per cent). 

Much housing is not only built far from adequate 
public transport and amenities, but also located 
in neighbourhoods that discourage walking 

Table 7.4: The contribution of various housing typologies to housing stock and built-up area

Typology Estimated share of units of 
total housing stock (%) 

Average contribution to total 
built-up area 2025 (%)

Average contribution to newly built-
up areas between 2010 – 2025 (%)

Low rise single family 
housing

58.2 69.2 63.3

Low-rise housing in 
unplanned areas

18.0 5.2 2.7

Multi-family row housing 7.1 3.9 2.9

Multi-family apartments 16.8 5.4 6.8

Non-residential areas 16.4 24.3

Source: UN-Habitat, 2026a.

Figure 7.4: Single-family housing is the main contributor 
to urban sprawl

Source: UN-Habitat, 2026a .
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clustering offices, retail and housing to establish vibrant activity centres 
where residents can meet their needs without relying on private cars. In 
large metropolitan areas, access to jobs and specialized amenities often 
requires inter-neighbourhood travel, making efficient transit networks 
indispensable for equitable access across different social groups.167 
This strategy supports sustainability, enhances access to employment 
opportunities and reduces reliance on cars. 

But while TOD is typically applied to specific development projects, more 
recently a broad range of so-called “X-Minute City” approaches have 
emerged with essential services available within an X-minute walking or 
cycling distance (with “X” generally being 5, 10, 15 or 20 minutes).168  
In contrast to TOD, where the focus is on mobility networks, proximity 
planning shifts its focus to the neighbourhood level, leveraging walking 
and cycling as the main mobility options. Proximity-oriented planning 
advocates for polycentric urban structures composed of interconnected 
complete neighbourhoods, where equitable and affordable housing is 
at its core.169 Once opportunities are available within a short distance, 
street design should encourage active mobility and new movement 
habits. Street calming measures, new green and pedestrian areas, 
reserved lanes for bikes, urban design interventions for appealing 
and safe public realm, are complementary aspects of proximity-based 
planning to accommodate the needs of pedestrians and cyclists and 
protect them from vehicle traffic.

	� Access to public open space also varies considerably, depending 
on housing type. Globally, the average proportion of the urban 
population with convenient access to an open public space is 
estimated at 44.2 per cent, ranging from 21.2 per cent in Sub-
Saharan Africa to 71 per cent in Australia and New Zealand.165 
Looking through the lens of housing typologies, multi-family 
apartments again score the highest on convenient access to open 
public spaces (45 per cent), followed by low-rise housing (38 per 
cent), housing in unplanned areas (28 per cent) and finally multi-
family row housing (24 per cent). 

These findings demonstrate that if cities are to become sustainable, 
significant changes are required to the form and typology of what housing 
is prioritized, particularly as residential development is by far the largest 
land consumer in cities. This would include ensuring more affordable 
access to land to ensure higher housing densities. If the sampled cities 
had adopted planning and development policies that promoted more 
diverse housing typologies, including multi-family apartment housing 
typology (of different heights), an estimated 73 per cent of the current 
built up areas would have been saved, significantly reducing sprawl.

7.5.4 	 Enhancing spatial inclusion through proximity-
based planning

Proximity represents a powerful lever for creating more equal, inclusive 
and resilient settlements. Cities designed around proximity allow 
residents to meet essential daily needs within a reasonable walking, 
cycling or public transport distance from home.166 Conventionally, 
Transit-Oriented Development (TOD) concentrates high-density, 
mixed-use developments within walking distance of public transit hubs, 

Cities designed around proximity allow residents to 
meet essential daily needs within a reasonable walking, 
cycling or public transport distance from home

View of a mixed-use real estate complex, housing and shops, built in 2020 in the ZAC Paris Rive Gauche © Shutterstock
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Box 7.10: The Global Observatory of Sustainable Proximities: promoting proximity-based planning worldwide

The Global Observatory of Sustainable Proximities (GOSP) is a joint initiative led by UN-Habitat, United Cities and Local 
Governments (UCLG) and Sorbonne University, aimed at advancing the integration of proximity principles into sustainable 
urban development. Starting from the concept of the 15-minute city, the Observatory has developed an inclusive approach to 
define a set of global principles that promote sustainable proximities. The includes six essential social functions that should be 
accessible to all residents: living, working, supplying, caring, learning and enjoying. 

In addition to gathering global best practices, academic research, policy tools and advocacy initiatives, the Observatory provides 
guidance for local governments seeking to incorporate sustainable proximity into urban projects. The methodological framework 
provides key principles and monitoring indicators to enhance the impact of proximity practices in cities, including measures 
to improve access to public services, land use mix, access to transport, biodiversity, food security and road safety, among 
other dimensions. Based on the successful implementation of proximity-based planning around the world, the Observatory has 
collected actionable recommendations to support the implementation of proximity principles.

Source: Global Observatory of Sustainable Proximities, 2025.

In proximity-based urban planning, cities are encouraged to promote 
mixed land use and limit spatial specialization through land management 
regulations. Applying minimum service provision standards to the 
neighbourhood or sub-municipal level, rather than the city boundaries, 
ensures a more equitable distribution of facilities. This requires strong 
housing subsidiarity to empower local district administrations and 
secure strong resident engagement. Paris – a pioneer of proximity-
based planning – promotes mixed land use through its vision La Ville du 
Quart d’Heure (“15-Minute City”)170 and the Local Bioclimatic Urban 

Plan.171  Additionally, the Pact of Proximity172 decentralizes resources 
and decision-making powers to the local administrations (also called 
arrondissment). This model of urban planning is increasingly being 
promoted as international best practice (Box 7.10).

Proximity-oriented planning advocates for 
polycentric urban structures composed of 
interconnected complete neighbourhoods



202

WORLD CITIES REPORT 2026

Cities can foster partnerships with developers, private actors and 
strategic actors to promote equitable access to essential services, 
ensuring a diversified and affordable offer. For instance, the city of Paris 
set up “Paris Commerce”, a public operator focused on promoting, 
protecting and revitalising local commerce. Through Paris Commerce, 
the city purchases, manages and offers small commercial premises at 
a controlled rent to local shops, artisans and small service businesses, 
often hosted in social housing ground floors. Private developers are 
required to integrate public spaces, mobility infrastructure, social 
housing and public facilities, and prevent the emergence of segregated, 
monofunctional social housing districts in the outskirts. Johannesburg’s 
2019 Inclusionary Zoning Policy is another example where, alongside 
density bonuses, developments larger than 20 units need to contain 30 
per cent of housing units for low-income households.173

Finally, a committed political agenda is essential to foster the holistic 
benefits of urban proximity. Municipalities can leverage advocacy and 
educational efforts as well as incentives to encourage policy acceptability 
and behavioural change among stakeholders and citizens. The city of 
Busan (Republic of Korea) has adopted in 2022 a strong proximity agenda, 
to improve citizens’ quality of life.174 Among the various initiatives 
promoted under this umbrella, Busan has launched the Dongbaek Pass, a 
smartphone application that awards residents with digital currency when 
walking or visiting local services. Busan digital currency can be used to 
purchase goods in local facilities and shops that adhere to the initiative.

Recent studies have shown that spatial reorganization along these lines 
supports active mobility, decreasing reliance on cars, reducing traffic 
congestion and mobility-related environmental pollution.175 Besides 
boosting residents’ health and well-being through increased physical 
activity, it helps foster stronger social ties and community cohesion 
through the adoption of local lifestyles.

7.5.5	 Pro-poor proximities
To ensure effective proximity-based urban planning, it should be 
strategically linked to housing and employment. The success and 
desirability of such connected and liveable neighbourhoods can 
inadvertently lead to rising property values and gentrification.176 
Efforts to implement proximity-based urban planning have exposed a 
fundamental tension between neighbourhood liveability and economic 
accessibility. When a neighbourhood becomes more connected, walkable 
and amenity-rich, property values invariably rise, triggering gentrification 
that displaces the very low-income communities these projects were 
intended to benefit. Promoting proximity-based planning can drive up 
unaffordability levels if not coupled with measures addressing deeper 
structural inequalities and displacement.177 

From a pro-poor perspective, this reveals how liveability, when 
pursued without explicit equity safeguards, can become a mechanism 
of exclusion rather than inclusion. Urban planning approaches should 
therefore embed anti-displacement measures from the outset, including 
mandatory inclusionary zoning with deep affordability requirements, 
collaborative land management that permanently removes land from 
speculative markets, rent stabilization policies, and the prioritization 
of publicly owned land for social housing. These interventions must be 
non-negotiable components of any proximity-based planning initiative, 
ensuring that enhanced liveability benefits existing low-income residents 
rather than serving as a prelude to their displacement.178 One example 
of this pro-poor approach is in Iztapalapa municipality in Mexico City 

Liveability when 
pursued without 
explicit equity 
safeguards, can 
become a mechanism 
of exclusion rather 
than inclusion 

Cablebús Crossing Over 
Calzada Ermita Iztapalapa in 
Mexico City © Shutterstock
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(Mexico), where the creation of 15 so-called UTOPIAs – Units of 
Transformation and Organization for Inclusion and Social Harmony 
– have brought back dignity to one of the most populous and poorest 
districts of Mexico City. These large developments bring together 
sports facilities, education, healthcare, beauty salon, restaurants, green 
and public areas, completely free of charge. Originally conceived as an 
acupunctural strategy to target one of its most impoverished districts, 
authorities now plan to expand it into a city-wide network of 100 centres 
across Mexico City.179

Policies that support increasing population density can also lead to 
challenges to urban liveability.180 Urban consolidation, a strategy to 
accommodate population growth, often encounters resident resistance 
and can lead to negative impacts, including aesthetic concerns about 
high-rise developments, traffic congestion, loss of social diversity, 
declining housing affordability and erosion of local identity.181 Inadequate 

public and private infrastructure, including schools, parking and open 
spaces, is a common issue that often fails to meet the needs of growing 
populations, compromising urban liveability in favour of densification.182 

Thus, proactive policies like inclusionary zoning or the utilization of 
publicly owned land are essential to safeguard affordability alongside 
development.183 This is particularly vital for low-income residents, for 
whom transportation costs are a major component of total household 
expenses. Strategic investment in transport infrastructure directly impacts 
housing affordability by improving access to economic opportunities. By 
minimizing the necessity for expensive private car ownership and long 
commutes, proximity-based urban planning can significantly lower the 
total household cost of living, thereby enhancing housing affordability. 
Medellín, Colombia, provides an example through its Metrocable system 
(Table 7.1), which links hillside barrios to the city’s metro and job 
centres, fostering integration for poor and vulnerable communities.184

View of dedicated bus lanes on Calzada de los Misterios © Shutterstock
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7.6	 Concluding Remarks

Liveable, inclusive and well-connected neighbourhoods are crucial 
for progressing towards the broader goal of adequate and affordable 
housing for all. Achieving this goal goes beyond just building houses: it 
requires urban planning and governance to realize where communities 
can thrive. Ultimately, the goal is to move beyond narrow institutional 
or commercial interests to create urban environments that prioritize 
collective values such as social justice, spatial inclusion and the well-
being of all residents.185  

While the goals of liveability and inclusion have been part of policy 
frameworks for decades, progress has not been sufficient. To overcome 
structural barriers, governments and urban authorities need to adopt an 
active approach to housing inclusion. The following common principles 
distinguish them from business-as-usual urban planning and governance:

•	 Prioritize the needs and participation of low-income communities 
and other vulnerable groups. This requires a holistic approach 
that recognizes the complex social and economic dimensions to 
housing, including the importance of maintaining livelihoods, 
preserving communities and accessing the wider opportunities that 
cities offer. This can only be achieved through a sustained process 
of participatory governance that puts residents themselves at the 
heart of the decision-making process. 

•	 Incorporate affordability mechanisms that resist market pressures 
and the financialization of land and housing. A city’s ability to 
shelter its population adequately is a fundamental test of its success 
and sustainability: for this to happen, it must recognize and protect 
the value of land and housing as a social asset, not a speculative 
commodity. Numerous examples from around the world of public 
housing programmes, housing cooperatives and CLTs demonstrate 
that the forces of profit-seeking and extractive development, while 
powerful, can be actively challenged. 

•	 Link improved neighbourhood quality directly to protections against 
displacement. All too often, without appropriate safeguards in 

place, even well-intentioned efforts to improve living conditions 
and local environments in low-income communities can fuel 
gentrification, ultimately driving up housing costs even higher. Pro-
poor measures such as collective land stewardships, rent controls 
and community-led development can help mitigate these risks by 
ensuring the future of poorer residents in their current place of 
residence even as market values continue to rise.  

•	 Recognize that the urban poor and other vulnerable groups have 
rights to liveable environments, not merely claims on minimal shelter. 
To maximize their economic opportunities and well-being, it is not 
enough to focus only on the provision of housing but also the wider 
impacts it has for households and communities. From livelihood 
access to health outcomes, public safety to social cohesion, the local 
neighbourhood and environment can have profound implications 
for low-income communities. An integrated planning approach 
that connects housing development with these broader issues is 
therefore essential to prevent segregation in peripheral and poorly 
serviced areas. 

•	 Uphold and implement people’s rights to housing. Communities can 
leverage constitutional provisions, human rights law, international 
covenants, and administrative procedures for strategic litigation 
and rights-based advocacy to compel government action or block 
harmful policies through judicial intervention.  Governments 
should consider how the right to adequate housing can be practically 
implemented across urban planning and governance domains.

Implementation of these strategies requires political will to constrain 
market forces, redistribute resources and enforce regulations that 
protect vulnerable populations – commitments that many cities have 
historically lacked, but which are essential for achieving equitable 
urban development. As shared by participants of the 12th World Urban 
Forum in Cairo, Egypt, a localized approach is needed to realize the 
right to adequate housing.186 Addressing housing challenges requires 
acknowledging the distinct differences, opportunities and constraints 
across various regional contexts, while maintaining a consistent pro-poor 
focus that transcends geographic boundaries and prioritizes the needs of 
the most vulnerable.187

Row housing and children's playground © Shutterstock
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