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More than 50 participants converged in Nairobi in September 2011 to exchange views, 
knowledge and ideas on the future role of UN-Habitat with respect to preventing, monitoring 
and assessing the impact of forced evictions globally. Drawn from across the globe, the 
participants included experts, observers, representatives of governments, and representatives of 
Permanent and Observer Missions to UN-Habitat. 
 
Experts at the meeting affirmed their readiness to provide UN-Habitat with recommendations 
on the issue of UN-Habitat’s role in this field in the context of the Global Housing Strategy to 
the year 2025 and within the framework of UN-Habitat’s Adequate Housing for All Programme 
and the UN Housing Rights Programme. These recommendations are based on information and 
experience that experts and their organizations attending the meeting have accumulated over 
many years, in many capacities, and with many varied constituencies from Asia, Latin America, 
Africa, Europe and North America. 
 
The meeting provided an opportunity for all to share experiences related to evictions and 
housing rights in various parts of the world and how different organizations report and 
implement alternatives to forced evictions. It was also a moment for UN-Habitat to launch two 
studies focusing on the phenomenon of eviction, its impacts, modalities and motivations. There 
was a consensus amongst the participants of the meeting that the Habitat Agenda provides 
a genuine rights-based approach to urban development and that various elements of that 
agenda should be revisited and reassessed in the context of contemporary challenges. 
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ExEcutivE summaRy

UN-Habitat hosted an EGM on Forced Evictions 
from 20-23 September 2011 in Nairobi, 
Kenya. With 50 experts in attendance from 
40 different countries, participants exchanged 
views and contributed knowledge and ideas to 
discussions on the ways that UN-Habitat and 
other relevant actors can prevent, monitor, and 
assess the impact of forced evictions across the 
globe. The EGM was organized in collaboration 
with the Office of the High Commissioner for 
Human Rights (OHCHR) in Geneva and was 
intended to build momentum and elaborate on 
the strategies for shaping and strengthening 
the future role of UN-Habitat in the area of 
forced evictions and housing rights.

Through keynote presentations, plenary 
discussions and workshops, the experts agreed 
unanimously that the increase in the intensity 
and scale of forced evictions across the world 
is a trend that has to be reversed and a human 
rights based approach (HRBA) is key in this 
regard. This was particularly emphasized in 
plenary keynote addresses throughout the 
EGM. 

The Executive Director of UN-Habitat, Dr. Joan 
Clos, in his webcast keynote address expressed 
his full commitment to the United Nations 
(UN) overarching goals and principles, to the 
issue of human rights as one of the main pillars 
of the UN, and especially to the human right 
to adequate housing. Dr. Clos expressed real 
concern about the urbanization process and its 
impact on less-developed and poor countries. 
For this reason he has dedicated himself to a 
strategic planning exercise within UN-Habitat, 
to re-energize it in the face of the challenges 
that lie ahead as urbanization proceeds.

The Executive Director’s powerful address was 
followed by a video message from Ms. Raquel 
Rolnik, UN Special Rapporteur on Adequate 
Housing. She noted that interventions aimed 

at addressing forced evictions have not yielded 
maximum impact because human rights 
standards and systems have not been fully 
integrated into institutional architecture at the 
national level for realizing the right to housing 
and shelter. National, regional and territorial 
housing and shelter strategies generally do not 
incorporate human rights principles and norms.

Urban Jonsson, an independent expert, 
provided an overview of key elements to a 
HRBA to housing and the value-added of such 
an approach should UN-Habitat embrace it.  

UN-Habitat’s re-structuring and the 
incorporation of a HRBA to its work, 
particularly in the areas of housing and forced 
evictions, was a major theme of discussion. In 
particular, many discussions centered on the 
value-added and capacity of UN-Habitat to 
mainstream human rights into its programming 
to achieve sustainable human development 
globally. Recognizing that it is impossible 
for UN-Habitat to be engaged in evictions 
happening around the world, participants 
stressed the importance and urgency for the 
agency to recognize that people living in 
poverty and other vulnerable and marginalized 
groups are their core constituency and as 
such, its programs and projects must retain a 
primary focus on empowering those who are 
marginalized, or at risk of being marginalized, 
in the development process. The adoption of a 
human rights policy and conceptual framework 
for integrating and mainstreaming of human 
rights into its policy development and 
project programming in accordance with the 
commitments stated in the Habitat Agenda, 
was also strongly recommended. 

In this regard, Mr. Miloon Kothari, the former 
UN Special Rapporteur on Adequate Housing, 
outlined specific ideas and directions to 
encourage UN-Habitat to transform into a 
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human rights organization. He stated that 
there is an urgent need to restore public 
confidence in UN-Habitat. UN-Habitat needs 
to understand and highlight the enormity of 
the impact of forced evictions, with particular 
emphasis on women, children and Indigenous 
groups. Mr. Kothari suggested that UN-Habitat 
could use its expertise to bring real meaning to 
the concept of the Right to the City and lastly 
that UN-Habitat must launch an aggressive 
campaign to challenge the notion of “Cities 
Without Slums” which has often been abused 
by governments around the world. UN-Habitat 
needs to articulate the content and direction 
of this campaign to reflect the needs and 
realities faced by the urban poor. Mr. Kothari 
also noted an urgent need for the UN-Habitat 
to articulate, clarify and elaborate a normative 
definition of ‘public purpose’ in response to the 
growing trend where private interests in forced 
evictions are disguised as public purpose. 
In this regard, it has become imperative for 
pressure to be put on states and governments 
to put an end to land speculation and review 
land-use and tenancy legislations in a manner 
that affords protections to citizens against 
physical, economic and financial pressures.

The possible future role of the Advisory Group 
on Forced Evictions (AGFE) within UN-Habitat 
and as an independent entity was also 
discussed at length throughout the EGM. AGFE 
was established in 2004, and was comprised 
of independent experts and practitioners from 
different parts of the world. It carried out 
a number of missions to investigate forced 
evictions across the world, including in: New 
Orleans, Istanbul, Port Harcourt, Nigeria, 
Italy, London and Argentina. Mission reports 
were forwarded to the Executive Director of 
UN-Habitat with concrete recommendations 
for possible actions that UN-Habitat could 
undertake to prevent or address the forced 
evictions. To kick-start this conversation on 
the future of AGFE, Ms. Leilani Farha provided 
an overview of forced evictions in the global 
context, highlighting the work of AGFE, as well 

as the challenges AGFE faced in terms of its 
leadership, structure, funding and the difficulty 
in meeting its central mandate: advising 
the Executive Director of UN-Habitat. These 
limitations were underscored in a letter written 
to the EGM by Yves Cabannes, the former 
Chair of AGFE. 

Despite the challenges that faced AGFE there 
was consensus among experts at the EGM that 
an international body to monitor and address 
forced evictions similar to AGFE ought to exist. 
Experts also agreed that UN-Habitat is well-
positioned to play more of a leadership role in 
addressing situations of forced evictions from 
a human rights perspective, through more 
strategic engagements with governments at 
both national and local levels as well as other 
non-state actors. EGM participants discussed 
in some detail, the role UN-Habitat could 
adopt in this regard, for example, the provision 
of resources to bring together international 
and regional groups working on forced 
evictions; the provision of technical, logistical, 
advisory support to governments; and greater 
participation in the UN human rights system 
and with UN actors engaged in addressing the 
practice of forced eviction. EGM participants 
also examined the ways UN-Habitat could 
undertake interventions that would lead to 
corrective action and reduce the likelihood of 
forced evictions. 

To complement the plenary presentations and 
discussions, nine workshops were held during 
the three days, with three workshops running 
concurrently each afternoon. The workshops 
examined in greater depth three themes: i/ 
the capacity of UN-Habitat to address forced 
evictions working within the broader UN 
human rights system including the OHCHR; 
ii/ UN-Habitat’s ability to address the issue 
of forced evictions and to develop and use 
appropriate tools while working with local 
NGOs and in the national context, with a focus 
on Nigeria, Cambodia and Egypt; and iii/ UN-
Habitat’s role with respect to existing networks 
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working to monitor, prevent and address 
forced evictions, for example with ESCR-Net, 
the Asian Coalition on Housing Rights (ACHR), 
and the Kenyan Housing Coalition. 

The EGM resulted in an outcome document, 
entitled, “Formal and Consensus-based 
Observations and Recommendations to UN-
Habitat by Participants in the International 
Expert Group Meeting on Forced Evictions”. 
This document was presented by Mr. Kothari 
to the Executive Office of UN-Habitat. This 
document makes several observations about 
UN-Habitat’s role with respect to forced 
evictions. For example, it notes UN-Habitat’s 
failure to adopt an explicit policy on the 
integration or mainstreaming of human 
rights into its policy development and project 
programming and the lack of leadership and 
action by UN-Habitat to promote the right to 
adequate housing as articulated in the Habitat 
Agenda. 

The outcome document provides much 
guidance as to how UN-Habitat could better 
engage forced evictions. It stipulates for 
example, that UN-Habitat should adopt a 
formal human rights policy and a conceptual 
framework for how to embed the HRBA in all 
of its programming and in its specific projects. 
It also suggests that UN-Habitat engage and 
collaborate with the OHCHR and human rights 
mechanisms including Special Procedures, 
Treaty Bodies, the Human Rights Council (HRC) 
and the Universal Periodic Review (UPR).  

The outcome document further suggests 
that UN-Habitat: facilitate the exchange of 
information as well as the collection and 
dissemination of tools amongst relevant 
stakeholders; demonstrate leadership in the 
area of forced evictions when focusing on 
specific country contexts; encourage dialogue 
between stakeholders; and, adopt a proactive 
approach to addressing forced evictions.
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a mEssagE fRom mR. miloon KothaRi

I was pleased 
and honoured 
to participate in 
the Expert Group 
Meeting on Forced 
Evictions in Nairobi, 
Kenya from 20-23 
September 2011. 
It was heartening 
to hear the 
Executive Director 
of UN-Habitat, Dr. 

Joan Clos, open this meeting with a strong 
commitment to human rights, and to have 
senior officials within UN-Habitat embrace his 
message at this meeting.

This meeting allowed us the luxury to dream of 
UN-Habitat as a human rights organization, not 
only in words but also in deeds, and it provided 
us with an opportunity to develop practical 
recommendations as to how UN-Habitat could 
restore its reputation and credibility by playing 
a more prominent role in addressing housing 
rights violations around the world. 

If UN-Habitat is to reach its potential, as 
a starting point, it will need to engage in 
institutional reflection, re-engage the Habitat 
Agenda, and re-focus its mission in keeping with 
human rights principles. If UN-Habitat is serious 
about embracing the human rights message 
with respect to development and housing, 
it has tremendous resources and tools at its 
disposal, be it treaties, interpretive instruments, 
or guidelines on forced evictions that have 
been developed by experts. If UN-Habitat 
became more human rights oriented it would 
also have many institutional partners within 
the UN system. It could more fully develop 
meaningful partnerships with the Special 
Procedures appointed by the UN Human Rights 
Council, such as the Special Rapporteurs on 
adequate housing, food, water and sanitation, 
extreme poverty, violence against women, and 
Indigenous peoples. 

So where should UN-Habitat go from here? 
The time is ripe for UN-Habitat’s Executive 
Director to issue a clear message to the UN 
human rights system and to the broader 
international community that UN-Habitat can 
be relied upon as a real partner, and that it 

is embracing a human rights approach to its 
work. In this regard, UN-Habitat must adopt a 
broad definition and understanding of the right 
to adequate housing, one that recognizes that 
the right is about more than just secure tenure 
(though that is very important) but it is also 
about freedom from dispossession, and rights 
to land and property, information, capacity 
building, restitution, safety and security, and 
gender equality.

UN-Habitat could certainly distinguish itself and 
assist some of the most marginalized people 
living in abhorrent conditions around the world, 
if it capitalized on some of its existing strengths 
within a human rights framework. For example, 
as an entity that has worked so closely with 
municipal governments, it is well positioned to 
lead on developing a more coherent vision for 
the right to the city – a concept that has taken 
hold in many regions. UN-Habitat could also 
use its unique position in the field to challenge 
the economic policies of governments and the 
neo-liberal policies of global financial institutions 
that promote land and property speculation, 
privatization of lands, de-regulation and control 
of rent values that facilitate and lead to the 
practice of forced eviction. 

Individuals, families and communities who 
have experienced or are facing housing rights 
violations – including forced evictions – need a 
strong, reliable voice within the UN system to 
draw attention to their experiences, defend their 
rights and help fashion solutions. At the same 
time, the support of a UN body with developed 
expertise on housing rights, would undoubtedly 
benefit the work of Non-governmental 
Organizations (NGOs) concerned with housing 
rights, making their work on the ground that 
much more effective.

This is a tall order, but under its new leadership 
and strategic plan, it is one that UN-Habitat can 
meet. 

Miloon Kothari, Executive Director, Housing and 
Land Rights Network in India, was nominated 
by the group of experts to formally present the 
formal and consensus-based observations and 
recommendations to the Executive Office of UN-
Habitat on 23 September 2011. 
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This report provides a summary and overview 
of the Expert Group Meeting (EGM) on Forced 
Evictions hosted by UN-Habitat in Nairobi, Kenya 
from 20 - 23 September 2011. The meeting 
brought together approximately 50 expert 
participants including independent experts, 
academics, NGO representatives, inhabitants’ 
networks, government representatives, and 
observers, to discuss the phenomenon of forced 
evictions, international, regional and national 
responses, and possible roles for UN-Habitat in 
monitoring, preventing and addressing forced 
evictions within this context. 

This report provides a summary of all of the 
substantive sessions held over the course of 
the meeting. Because of the summary nature 
of the report, not all discussions and nuances 
could be fully reflected, the report captures the 
essence and spirit of the meeting, major themes, 
concerns and outputs. It is structured as follows: 

Section 2 of the report provides a summary of 
each of the keynote presentations, including 
addresses given by the Executive Director of 
UN-Habitat, Dr. Joan Clos, the UN Special 
Rapporteur on Adequate Housing, Ms. Raquel 
Rolnik, and her predecessor, Mr. Miloon Kothari, 
Leilani Farha presenting on UN-Habitat’s global 
report on forced evictions, Ryan Schlief from 
WITNESS, Maartje Vaan Eerd from the Institute 
for Housing and Urban Development Studies 
(IHS), Esther Kodhek from the Centre on 
Housing Rights and Evictions (COHRE), Leticia 
Osorio on behalf of Hakijamii, and Jean du 
Plessis and Claudio Acioly Jr. of the Housing 
Policy Section of UN-Habitat. 

Section 3 provides an overview of a roundtable 
discussion on housing and land rights networks 
and UN-Habitat, with representatives from 
COHRE, ACHR, Society for the Promotion 
of Area Resource Centres (SPARC), Habitat 
International Coalition (HIC), and the 
International Accountability Project (IAP). 

Section 4 provides an overview of the nine 
workshops that were held which focused on 

a range of issues including alternatives to 
forced eviction, normative tool development, 
and working with regional or national housing 
rights coalitions. 

The report concludes with an Annex containing 
all of the pertinent documents that informed 
the EGM, including the formal and consensus 
based observations and recommendations to 
UN-Habitat. 
 
1.2 Petitions
Participants at the Expert Group Meeting 
presented several petitions to UN-Habitat during 
the meeting. The petitions were accepted by 
the Officer-in Charge and Chief of Staff of 
UN-Habitat. One petition requested to include 
representatives of inhabitants’ organizations 
in the meeting. It was supported by a petition 
from the East Africa Social Movements and 
Networks. Due to the large number of proposed 
participants with very short notice, UN-Habitat 
agreed to include three representatives in the 
workshop that was facilitated by the Kenya 
Housing Coalition.

Another petition requested UN-Habitat’s 
active engagement and possible mediation in 
Cambodia at the Boeung Kak Lake. UN-Habitat’s 
Executive Director responded favourably to 
this request, and instructed the UN-Habitat 
Regional Office for Asia and the Pacific to carry 
out a fact-finding mission to the area, which 
took place in February 2012. The last petition 
concerned the need for UN-Habitat to present 
the AGFE reports to relevant authorities and take 
appropriate action as per the reports. In view 
of the recommendations made by experts at 
the meeting, UN-Habitat is seeking to re-define 
the scope and nature of any future advisory 
mechanism on eviction to ensure that the 
recommendations made by such an advisory 
mechanism be appropriately utilized.

In addition, participants at the meeting also sent 
a petition in support of the gypsy and traveller 
communities that faced imminent evictions at 
Dale Farm in the United Kingdom at the time of 
the meeting.
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Participants at the International Expert 
Group Meeting on Forced Evictions, 
held in Nairobi in September 2011 
Photo: UN-Habitat /Julius Mwelu


