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ADEQUATE HOUSING SERIES
In the vast majority of countries access to affordable land and housing is a critical contemporary 
challenge.  While in different countries and regions the specificities of the challenge vary, the 
universal truism is that it is becoming increasing difficult for the vast majority of urban residents to 
obtain and retain adequate and affordable land and housing.  

The first four volumes in the Adequate Housing Series canvas the state of affordable land and 
housing in four regions facing major affordability difficulties: Latin America and the Caribbean, 
Asia, Africa, and Europe and North America (member countries of the United Nations Economic 
Commission for Europe). 

Each volume firstly explores the major trends in housing conditions, availability, quality and 
tenure modalities. Following this, each volume analyses housing policy responses to address 
growing affordability problems and the improvement of substandard housing conditions. Lastly, 
key recommendations for local, national and international policy initiatives that can increase the 
provision of affordable housing in the respective regions is provided.   

This flagship series is coordinated and produced by the Housing Policy Section of UN-HABITAT 
and to date the following volumes have been published:
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FOREWORD

The first four volumes in the Adequate Housing 
series respond to the urgent need for a global 
assessment of the state of land and housing. 
While countless studies, research projects, and 
reports have been undertaken on individual 
housing needs, projects, and programmes, 
no contemporary studies have compared and 
contrasted housing conditions, policies, and 
approaches on a regional or global scale. 

This series fills this gap. The four volumes focus 
on the land and housing situation in four regions 
facing considerable challenges and affordability 
problems: Latin America and the Caribbean, 
Asia, Africa, and Europe and North America. 
They present a comparative documentation of 
the historical trajectory, major contemporary 
trends, and best practices in land and housing 
provision in each region.

Although the size and overall characteristics of 
the housing sector does vary markedly across 
these regions, and indeed their countries, 
common to all is the fact that obtaining and 
retaining housing that is adequate and affordable 
is a serious problem for a large proportion of the 
population. 

Unfortunately housing affordability remains 
a challenge and it is worsening due to, among 
other factors, the economic effects of the global 
financial crisis and the increasing severity of 
disasters and conflicts, which both place an 
additional strain on already stretched land and 
housing resources. This series and its messages 
and recommendations are therefore timely. 

These regional studies represent a significant 
step forward in investigating the state of the 
global housing challenge. A detailed examination 
and comparison of, as well as critical reflection 
on access to housing at the local, national and 
regional levels is the first and important  step 
towards designing policies to improve access to 
affordable housing opportunities and to bring 
solutions to scale.  This will help in preventing 
city expansion on the basis of informal land 
development and informal housing supply.  The 
four volumes represent a significant body of 
research, documentation, and critical review that 
I believe will be of value to those involved in the 
housing sector. 

Dr. Joan Clos

Under-Secretary-General 
of the United Nations and
Executive Director, UN-HABITAT
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vi EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY

The provision of affordable land and housing 
at scale remains a challenge to most countries, 
especially those in Africa. While the continent 
is the most rural region in the world, it is 
urbanising fast. Every day for the coming fifteen 
years, Africa’s cities will have to accommodate an 
average of extra 40,000 people. Urbanisation will 
continue to place immense strain on affordable 
urban land and housing provision in the coming 
decades. 

This publication canvases the state of affordable 
land and housing in Africa. In the publication, 
land is treated as one of the inputs to the housing 
sector. It provides a background and history to 
affordable housing in Africa; discusses current 
housing needs, quality, tenure modalities 
and building typologies; and reviews recent 
approaches to increasing the affordability and 
accessibility of land and housing supply.  

The publication explores why adequate housing is 
simply not available or affordable for the majority 
of urban Africans. Certainly, incomes are too low. 
But just as important is the fact that housing 
sector inputs are too expensive, in particular land 
and finance which are the two primary constraints 
on affordable housing in Africa. While several 
African countries are making tangible efforts to 
address the demand for land for various purposes 
and needs, in other countries urban land supply 
for housing is insufficient, poorly managed, and 
regulated to serve the interests of high-income 
households. Conventional housing finance in 
Africa is undeveloped and inflexible and seldom 
serves low-income households. While micro-
finance and community based savings groups 
are providing alternative housing finance, they 
remain constrained by unsupportive institutional 
and regulatory frameworks.

The publication finds that with the exception 
of few countries such as South Africa, Mali and 
Ethiopia there is little evidence of affordable 
large-scale land and housing provision in Sub-
Saharan Africa. Housing programmes either do 
not exist, do not produce affordable housing, 
or are insufficient in scale relative to demand. 
In North Africa, however, several countries 
have demonstrated a noteworthy improvement 
in affordable housing and slum upgrading 
over the last two decades. Furthermore, many 
African governments are gradually adopting 
and implementing policies and strategies 
aimed at making housing habitable, affordable 
and accessible which offers some promise for 
expanding access for low-and middle-income 
households.  

Pro-poor, proactive action by African 
governments to provide and scale-up affordable 
land and housing is crucial to reverse the trend 
that new migrants settle in largely informal, 
non-serviced housing because there are few other 
affordable housing options available to them. 
The supply and affordability of key inputs to 
housing (for example land, finance, and building 
construction costs) need to be systematically 
and simultaneously improved through the 
development and implementation of supportive 
institutional and regulatory frameworks. 

Scaling up affordable housing provision has the 
potential to contribute to national economies, 
create jobs, improve the construction industry, 
and improve the living conditions for the 
health and wellbeing of all Africans. What is 
needed most, however, is political will. African 
governments must be more than enablers. If 
affordable land and housing is to be developed at 
a scale that such rapid urbanisation necessitates, 
they must be pro-active leaders.
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KEY MESSAGES

Although Africa is the 
most rural region in the 
world, it is urbanising 
fast and this will place 
immense strain on 
affordable housing 
provision in the coming 
decades

Only four out of every ten Africans currently lives in 
an urban area, the lowest ratio in the world. However, 
over the coming fifteen years, cities in Africa will, every 
day, become home to at least another 40,000 people. 
Growth in African countries is concentrated in cities and 
recent growth in major African cities was phenomenal: 
Between 2005 and 2010 Lagos grew by 1.8 million 
people, Kinshasa by 1.6 million and Luanda by 1.2 
million. In terms of proportional growth, Abuja doubled 
in size (51.7 per cent), and Ouagadougou grew by 43.7 
per cent, and Luanda by 35.0 per cent in the same five-
year period.1 There are, however, vast differences in the 
level of urbanisation of African countries. Only 11.0 per 
cent of the population in Burundi lives in cities, and only 
13.3 per cent in Uganda whereas, in contrast, 86.0 per 
cent of the population of Gabon and 81.8 per cent in 
Western Sahara live in cities.2 Regardless of intra-country 
specificities, the rapid and sustained urbanisation that 
characterises the African continent is placing enormous 
strain on the provision and affordability of urban land 
and housing. 

The slums and informal 
settlements that 
proliferate within and 
on the periphery of 
African cities are a result 
of poorly functioning 
housing markets that 
do not provide a range 
of affordable housing 
alternatives, especially for 
low- and middle-income 
households

Faced with limited affordable housing alternatives it is no 
surprise that the majority of Africans make their homes 
outside the formal housing market, typically in slums and 
informal settlements. While such housing is provided 
at a cost that low-income households can more likely 
afford, such settlements are rarely healthy, comfortable, 
dignified places to live. 

Certainly, in contrast to the majority of countries in 
Latin America or Asia, slums and informal settlements in 
many Sub-Saharan African countries are truly the most 
challenging slums in the world. Extremely low housing 
quality (due to an inability to consolidate houses due to 
lack of de facto land tenure); continued marginalisation 
and stigmatisation (of both the areas and their 
residents); high rates of poverty and often low economic 
development; as well as a lack of government willpower 
or attention to slum improvement lead all African slums 
to be distinct to their counterparts in Latin America and 
Asia. To address the challenge of existing slums and stem 
the growth of new slums a range of affordable housing 
options are needed, which can be facilitated through the 
implementation of appropriate policy and institutional 
frameworks as well as promotion of public private 
partnership in urban development. 
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Affordable housing in 
Africa is a serious and 
considerable challenge, 
especially for low-income 
households

The continued growth and expansion of African cities 
has placed increased the gap between the supply 
and demand of urban land and housing. Housing 
developed and sold through the formal market is simply 
not affordable for the vast majority of Africans. It is 
unaffordable not just because incomes are too low but 
also because the key components affecting housing cost 
and access are too expensive. Urban land for housing 
development is increasingly scarce, poorly regulated 
and therefore expensive. Construction materials and 
housing infrastructure costs are increasing from already 
high levels. Conventional housing finance is either not 
available or simply unobtainable for most Africans due 
to high down-payment requirements, short loan periods 
and high interest rates. Such housing inputs make 
adequate housing unaffordable for the majority. 

Limited access and the 
high cost of land are 
fundamental constraints 
to increasing the supply 
of affordable housing in 
Africa

Land access and use remains a major challenge to 
scaling up affordable housing initiatives in Africa. There 
are many different legal regimes relating to land tenure 
and management, which have their roots in dimensions 
relating to European colonial experiences, contemporary 
socio-economic and geo-political factors, and indigenous 
cultural and normative systems.3 Such complex land 
patterns confront African governments in their efforts 
to develop and implement urban planning and housing 
programmes and mean much land development for 
housing is accessed through various uncoordinated 
mechanisms. Furthermore, such land patterns and the 
scarcity of urban land means that individual squatting in 
informal settlements is becoming increasingly difficult. 
Consequently, housing in informal settlements has 
increasingly been commoditised and involves payment 
for sale or rent, which places extra pressure on already 
vulnerable urban poor households. 

In the region, selected countries such as Botswana, 
Ghana, Kenya, Malawi, Mozambique, Namibia, South 
Africa and Tanzania have adopted progressive land 
policies which could ultimately facilitate the provision of 
land for housing. At the regional level, some progress 
is being made to improve land management, access 
and equity through initiatives such as the Land Policy 
Initiative, which is coordinated by the African Union, 
African Development Bank and the UN Economic 
Commission for Africa, and declarations of the Third 
African Ministerial Conferences on Housing and Urban 
Development (AMCHUD), in particular the 2010 
Bamako Conference where land was recognised as 
playing a central role in sustainable and equitable urban 
development.    
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Tenure security plays a 
critical role in facilitating 
urban residents’ 
own investment and 
development in the hous-
ing sector

Security of tenure can be achieved in many different 
ways, for example through clear, long-term rental 
contracts, or formal recognition of customary land 
rights, with accessible and effective dispute resolution 
mechanisms. Enhanced tenure security generates many 
household and community benefits through encouraging 
investment in housing and neighbourhoods.

Aside from being a basis for shelter and access to 
services, secure land rights can act as a safety net in 
times of hardship, and provide financial security. They are 
an important transferable asset that may be sold, rented, 
inherited or loaned. Secure rights to land also encourage 
people to invest in improved housing and the land itself.

Several African countries are experimenting and 
implementing innovative approaches to overcome 
tenure insecurity in various countries in Sub-Saharan 
Africa. These include housing permits in francophone 
Sub-Saharan Africa, certificates of rights in Botswana, 
community land trusts in Kenya, temporary occupation 
licenses in Kenya, and communal ownership in South 
Africa.4 Also, a model in Namibia uses a continuum 
comprising starter, leasehold, and freehold titles.

Conventional housing 
finance in Africa is 
undeveloped and seldom 
serves low-income 
households. Micro-
finance and community 
based savings groups 
are providing alternative 
housing finance but they 
remain constrained by 
unsupportive institutional 
and regulatory 
frameworks 

Along with land, available and affordable housing 
finance a fundamental limitation to affordable housing 
in Africa. Recent evidence suggests that only 15 per cent 
of urban dwellers in Africa can secure housing finance, 
leaving the remaining 85 per cent without.5 Even in the 
face of increasing housing demand and rising costs, 
conventional housing finance systems in Africa remain 
undeveloped and seldom do they cater to low-, and 
sometimes even middle-income households. 

In response, many countries in Africa are pioneering 
‘bottom-up’ micro-finance and community savings 
schemes. These enable low-income households, often 
those living in slums or informal settlements, to pool 
their resources, develop and prove their savings capacity, 
and negotiate for further development funds, whilst 
strengthening the resilience and strength of communities 
in which such schemes operate. Unfortunately these 
potentially widely transformative schemes remain 
constrained by unsupportive institutional and regulatory 
frameworks in many African countries. 

Further, African countries ought to continue relaxing and 
reducing the cost of regulatory frameworks that dictate 
how land should be made available and developed, thus 
fail to meet the needs of the poor, who require much 
more flexible and affordable frameworks. 
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In many parts of 
Africa women 
remain marginalised, 
disempowered, and 
denied their human 
rights to access, own, 
control, or inherit land and 
property. The land and 
housing rights of women 
need to be placed at the 
centre policy debate and 
advocacy

In many parts of Africa women’s relationships with 
men as wives or daughters often defines their access to 
affordable land and housing. Consequently, throughout 
Africa women are denied their human rights to access, 
own, control, or inherit land and property. When 
relationships breakdown or women are widowed they 
are often disadvantaged through traditional prejudices 
and practices, even though most African constitutions 
enshrine women equal rights. Loosing land and housing 
further increases their vulnerability and a lack of land and 
housing further exacerbates their poverty. 

In African developing countries it is estimated that only 
two per cent of women own land.6 Such lack of access 
to land and housing can be a reflection of existing 
poverty, but it can also make women poorer. Female-
headed households typically represent high proportions 
of the poorest of the poor living in informal settlements. 
There is an urgent need for the land and housing rights 
of women to be placed at the centre of policy debate 
and advocacy.

With the exception 
of South Africa, there 
is little evidence of 
affordable housing in Sub-
Saharan Africa. Housing 
programmes either do not 
exist, are not affordable, 
or are insufficient in scale 
relative to demand

Overall, with the exception of Ethiopia and South 
Africa, there is currently relatively little evidence of 
large-scale affordable housing available in Sub-Saharan 
Africa. Formal housing supply in Africa tends to cater 
to relatively well-off households who might be likened 
to an emerging middle class. In addition, the style of 
housing commonly available, usually detached houses on 
large plots, is different from the traditional housing for 
low-income households and particularly unaffordable for 
them. 

Many countries do have various programmes and 
projects that address affordable housing implemented 
at country and local level. Conventional slum upgrading, 
public-private partnership for housing production, and 
direct government low-cost housing are undertaken 
with varying degrees of success. However the vast 
majority are uncoordinated, small in scale compared with 
demand, and often do not reach the target low-income 
beneficiaries. 
South Africa is a notable example of a country that has 
continually facilitated low-income housing supply by 
implementing a supportive policy framework which is 
embedded within a human rights based approach.
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Several North African 
countries have 
demonstrated a 
noteworthy improvement 
in affordable housing and 
slum upgrading over the 
last two decades

Progress is being made toward affordable housing 
provision in several countries in Africa. North African 
countries are currently experiencing negative slum 
growth and both the absolute number and the 
proportion of slum dwellers in the region have decreased 
in the last twenty years. Egypt, Morocco, and especially 
Tunisia have been the most successful countries in this 
respect. These three countries reduced their collective 
slum populations from 20.8 million in 1990 to an 
estimated 11.8 million in 2010.7 The decrease is largely 
attributable to the successful implementation of housing 
policies and programmes that have increased low-income 
housing supply and systematically improved slums and 
informal settlements.  

Pro-active approaches 
to provide and scale-
up affordable land and 
housing are crucial. The 
supply and affordability 
of key inputs to housing 
(land, finance, and building 
construction costs) need 
to be systematically and 
simultaneously improved. 

The urgent task facing Africa is to increase affordable 
housing supply in African cities through appropriate 
policies and legislation that stimulate housing 
production, recognise its potential economic benefits, 
and focus on large-scale programmes, not small one-off 
projects. Access to adequate and affordable housing for 
all Africans can conceivably be achieved. It will require 
governments to shift away from laissez-faire projects to 
systematic and integrated policies and strategies that 
can increase housing supply and reduce housing costs, 
with a special focus on those groups who often need 
government support the most: low-income households, 
women, and vulnerable and marginalised groups.  
African governments must be more than enablers. If 
affordable land and housing is to be developed at a scale 
that such rapid urbanisation necessitates, they must be 
pro-active leaders.  
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Because 
African 
governments 
have 
not been 
proactive in 

acknowledging 
and planning 

for urbanisation, 
informal, unplanned 
slums have proliferated 
throughout African 
cities and these are 
presently home a 
considerable, and 
growing proportion 
of the population. As 
this publication will 
demonstrate, however, 
the task of solving the 
challenge of slums 
through increasing 
affordable housing 
supply in Africa is not 
insurmountable.
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PART ONE

INTRODUCTION 
– AFFORDABLE 

HOUSING IN THE 
REGIONAL CONTEXT

 Figure 1: Urban expansion with multi-storied, multi-household 
housing in Cairo, Egypt. Photo © UN-HABITAT/Matthew French 



2 PART ONE

1 INTRODUCTION – 
AFFORDABLE HOUSING 
IN THE REGIONAL 
CONTEXT 

Access to adequate and affordable housing is a 
current and growing problem in all countries in 
Africa. Housing problems are largely to do with 
affordability: housing is expensive and incomes 
are too low. Faced with few other options, 
vast numbers of households live in inadequate 
housing in slums and informal settlements 
because they cannot access better quality housing 
at affordable prices. Furthermore, in many cases, 
they pay an inordinate share of their income for 
such housing, and are further impoverished as 
a result. The urgent task is to make the urban 
housing sector in both large and small African 
cities function more effectively to increase access 
to affordable housing, especially for low-income 
households. 

Housing is understood as a holistic and multi-
dimensional concept that represents the physical 
environment.8 The five key inter-dependent 
components that interact in any housing sector 
are: land, infrastructure, finance, labour, and 
building materials. These components are 
organised and shaped by the legal, regulatory, 
and institutional frameworks within which they 
operate. Land is a core component of housing 
affordability. Making land accessible and 
affordable will go a long way to make housing 
affordable for the majority of urban dwellers in 
Sub-Saharan Africa. This publication contributes 
to this task by providing a regional overview of 
the state of affordable land and housing in Africa. 

Urban housing demand in Africa is largely an 
outcome of rapid and large-scale urbanisation. 
The migration of rural households to urban 
areas in search of urban opportunities has 
placed, and will continue to place immense 
pressure on affordable land and housing. Because 
African governments have not been proactive in 
acknowledging and planning for urbanisation, 
informal, unplanned slums have proliferated 
throughout African cities and these are presently 
home a considerable, and growing proportion of 
the population. 

African cities, however, stand to gain from 
urbanisation. Urbanisation should not be seen 
as necessarily problematic. Urbanisation can 
lead to industrialisation and Africa’s cities now 
produce on average roughly 80 per cent of their 
countries’ GDP.9 The outcome of urbanisation 
can be positive or negative, depending on how 
urban areas and the housing within them are 
planned and managed and the degree to which 
they accommodate and share the benefits that an 
urban society brings. The most important shift 
is to make the cities the engines of economic 
growth, social inclusion and environmental 
sustainability, through a conducive urbanisation 
process.

As this publication will demonstrate, the task 
of addressing the challenge of slums through 
increasing affordable housing supply in Africa is 
not insurmountable. The absolute number and 
percentage of slums dwellers has been reduced in 
North Africa in the last two decades (from 20 per 
cent to 13 per cent of total population between 
2000 and 2010).10 Egypt, Morocco, and 
especially Tunisia have been the most successful 
countries in this respect. These three countries 
reduced their collective slum populations from 
an estimated 20.8 million in 1990 to 11.8 
million in 2010.11 

Yet there remains much to be done to improve 
housing affordability and supply in Sub-Saharan 
Africa.  Although there are pockets of change 
(for instance Ghana, Senegal and Uganda 
decreased their slum populations by 20 per cent 
between 2000 and 201012), access to affordable 
land is a serious constraint, as is housing finance, 
where a staggering 85 per cent of Africa’s urban 
population are not eligible or able to secure 
formal housing loans.13

In light of the growing affordability problem 
this publication examines the status of affordable 
land and housing in Africa. It begins by 
introducing the continent, the countries that 
comprise it, and the urbanisation and population 
growth challenges they face, followed by a brief 
review of historical housing trends and patterns 
that have shaped housing policy and discourse. 
Following this the paper explores the state of 
affordable land and housing by outlining aspects 
such as housing needs, quality, tenure modalities, 
and affordability. Then, key aspects of housing 
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Source: United Nations, Department of Economic and Social affairs, Population Division (2009) World Urbanization Prospects:
 The 2009 Revision.

Figure 2: Urban population growth in selected regions 1950-2010, and projections for 2010-2050 

—

200,000

400,000

600,000

800,000

1,000,000

1,200,000

1,400,000

1950 1955 1960 1965 1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020 2025 2030 2035 2040 2045 2050

Africa Europe Oceania Latin America and the Caribbean Northern America

Po
pu

la
tio

n 
(t

ho
us

an
ds

)

affordability are explored, for example land supply, 
housing finance, government housing-delivery 
programmes, and slum upgrading initiatives. 
The publication ends by reviewing the notable 
trends and providing some recommendations for 
how to increase affordable land and housing at 
the large-scale that is required in Africa. 

1.1 AFRICA: AN URBAN FUTURE

In 2010 Africa’s total population surpassed one 
billion.14 While still a relatively rural continent 
it is 39.9 per cent urban the urban population 
is projected to significantly increase. By 2025, 
nearly half of Africa’s population will live in 
cities (47.2 per cent) as a result of sustained 
urbanisation rates: 3.3 per cent between 2010 
and 2015, 3.1 per cent between 2015 and 2020, 
and 2.3 per cent between 2020 and 2025 (Figure 
2). Such remarkable urbanisation patterns lead 
to the pressing reality that every day for the next 
15 years urban Africa will have an extra 40,000 
people to accommodate.15   

While geographically united, African countries 
have considerable differences in urbanisation 
patterns. For instance, since 1995 the urban 
population in Burkina Faso has consistently 
grown by more than 6.14 per cent per annum 
(peaking at 7.03 per cent during the period 2000 
to 2005).16 Other countries, however, have had 

less spectacular growth, for example Egypt, which 
had a comparably lower population growth rate 
of an average of 1.89 per cent between 1990 and 
2010. 

There are also vast differences the level of 
urbanisation of African countries. In 2010 
Burundi was only 11.0 per cent urban (the 
lowest in Africa), followed closely by Uganda 
(13.3 per cent) and Ethiopia (16.6 per cent).17  
In contrast, Réunion was the most urban with 
94.0 per cent of its population living in urban 
areas, followed by Gabon (86.0 per cent). 

Regionally, growth has also been variable. 
Between 2005 and 2010 Central Africa grew 
the fastest (4.13 per cent), followed closely by 
Western Africa (4.05 per cent). Eastern Africa 
grew 3.86 per cent, Northern Africa 2.45 per 
cent, and Southern Africa had the smallest 
growth rate of 1.88 per cent, equating to less than 
half that of Central Africa.18 

While there are urbanisation differences, there 
are also clear patterns evident across Africa. Africa 
remains the most rural continent in the world 
and the vast majority of African countries are 
still very rural. If past global urbanisation trends 
continue, this indicates that compared with other 
developing regions, such as Latin America, there 
is considerable urbanisation still to take place in 
most African countries (Figure 3). 
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Source: United Nations, Department of Economic and Social affairs, Population Division (2009) World Urbanization Prospects: 
The 2009 Revision

Growth in African countries is concentrated in 
cities. Recent growth was phenomenal: in the 
space of five years, between 2005 and 2010 the 
three biggest urban increases were Lagos which 
grew by 1.8 million people, Kinshasa by 1.6 
million and Luanda by 1.2 million. In terms 
of proportional growth, Abuja grew by 51.7 
per cent, Ouagadougou by 43.7 per cent, and 
Luanda by 35.0 per cent19. 46 African cities 
now have populations larger than one million 
inhabitants. On the whole, though, absolute 
growth is mostly occurring in secondary cities. 
The largest cities (more than one million 
population) accounted for only 27.1 per cent of 
urban population growth, meaning that, between 
2005 and 2010, secondary cities accounted for 
most of urban growth in Africa.20

In the majority of African countries urbanisation 
rates are synonymous with slum growth rates 
indicating that such urbanisation patterns are 
therefore the central driver in the demand for, and 
provision of, affordable land and housing on the 
continent.21 There simply is insufficient affordable 
urban land and housing to accommodate the 
thousands of new urban dwellers who move to 
cities in search of the greater opportunities cities 
can provide. Faced with a lack of alternatives, 
the majority of households settle in informal, 

slum housing. Indeed, in some countries slums 
constitute a considerable proportion of the 
housing stock, for example Chad (90.3 per cent), 
Ethiopia (79.1 per cent), Mozambique (80.0 
per cent), and Niger (81.9 per cent).22

These urbanisation trends call for serious efforts 
to increase the supply of planned, legal and 
affordable land and housing to keep up with 
future demands. 

1.2 A BRIEF HISTORICAL 
SNAPSHOT OF HOUSING 
POLICY AND PRACTICE 
TRENDS SINCE THE 1950S

In many ways the historic trajectory of 
housing policy and practice in African 
countries is much more heterogeneous than 
that of other regions, such as Latin America 
for instance. Africa is extremely heterogeneous, 
not least because of its pre-colonial and colonial 
history. British, French, Italian, and German all 
left a different cultural legacy but also particular 
legacies in terms of particular urban planning, 
building regulations, institutional structures, 
housing codes and urbanisation patterns.25 
Nevertheless, it is important to provide a broad 
but brief snapshot of policy and practice trends 
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in African countries since the 1950s, in order to 
situate the current affordable housing challenge 
in context. 

Global housing policy and theory during 
the 1950s and 1960s was underpinned by 
principles of modernisation, industrialisation 
and urban growth. Affordable land and housing 
was to be directly provided by governments 
through large-scale, capital intensive direct 
provision of housing. Multi-storied apartment 
block complexes were to replace the informal 
settlements that were rapidly expanding in cities 
of the developing world.  

Overall, however, such large-scale housing 
programmes were not present in African 
cities. While relatively urbanised Latin American 
countries, such as Venezuela, were implementing 
such large-scale housing projects, most African 
countries were just gaining independence. Africa 
was still very rural with only 15 per cent of 
Africans living in cities in 1950.26 Consequently, 
there was a lack of demand for such large-
scale responses, as well a lack of resources and 
institutional capacity to undertake such projects.  

African countries that did implement such 
projects suffered similar problems as their 
counterparts in other developing regions. 
There was insufficient supply of public housing, 
a lack of coordinated programmes, and a lack 
of resources and capacity to implement such 
large-scale capital-intensive projects. Public 
housing proved expensive to build and maintain 
and therefore was largely unaffordable to target 
beneficiaries. Because there was limited supply, 
only a few fortunate households benefited. 
Standards were high and beneficiaries often 
sold their unit to higher-income groups, who 
were prepared to pay for such dwelling quality, 
with ‘beneficiaries’ returning to their previous 
environments.27 

The urban poor therefore had few other options 
but to build their own shelter in informal self-
build settlements.   Such housing, though, was 
seen in very negative light by governments and 
the international housing policy and therefore 
such informal, ‘chaotic’ urbanisation was 
eradicated in many African countries with few or 
no other housing alternatives given. 

In light of the failures of direct housing 
provision and the apparent abilities of the 
poor to housing themselves, in the 1970s 
global housing policy and theory moved 
towards a ‘redistribution with growth/basic 
needs’ approach.28 Drawing from the Latin 
American context, John Turner popularised the 
notion that the self-help housing that was rapidly 
expanding in cities throughout the developing 
world was in fact the solution to the housing 
challenge rather than the problem29. Such theory 
was mainstreamed in global housing policy and 
the role of governments switched away from 
direct provision to ‘helping the poor to help 
themselves’. 

In Africa, government-supported self-help 
schemes were relatively widely implemented 
on a project by project basis. Governments 
provided ‘sites’ with ‘services’ for the poor for 
them to build their own shelter, incrementally, as 
their funds and housing needs dictated. Sites-and-
services schemes were widely embraced in Kenya 
and Zambia, and many other countries such as 
Nigeria and Tanzania adopted the approach to 
varying degrees. In Nairobi, Kenya, Kariobangi’s 
serviced plots, which were conceived in 1954 
and implemented in 1964, were a ‘squatter re-
housing project that was seen as a model solution 
for housing the flood of immigrants expected 
to arrive in the city’.30  ‘Alottees were allowed to 
build initial temporary structures in wattle and 
daube to secure their land rights; these were to be 
improved to durable materials within 10 years’.31  

In 1972 the World Bank financed its first 
sites-and-services scheme in Senegal, in the 
Camberence area of Pikine, on the northern 
periphery of Dakar. The scheme comprised 
14,000 plots of land (150 square meters each) 
with basic infrastructure and services and 
community facilities.32 A central underpinning 
of this and other sites-and-services projects of 
the era was ‘to reduce the costs of the project 
and thereby increase its affordability for low-
income households’ through focusing on density 
as the variable that could achieve this through 
increasing the number of households per hectare 
and therefore reducing the per-household cost of 
land, infrastructure, and services.33 

Some countries, for example Malawi, combined 
sites-and-services approaches within Traditional 
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ETHIOPIA IS A 
PERTINENT EXAMPLE 
OF THE CHALLENGES 
FACING MANY 
AFRICAN COUNTRIES. 

ETHIOPIA CURRENTLY 
HAS A RELATIVELY SMALL 

URBAN POPULATION (16.6 
PER CENT IN 2010), YET ITS 
EXPECTED URBANISATION 
GROWTH RATES ARE ABOVE 
3.76 PER CENT FOR THE 
COMING 15 YEARS (2010-
2025). SUCH GROWTH 
WILL PLACE ADDITIONAL 
HOUSING PRESSURE ON 
ETHIOPIAN CITIES, SUCH AS 
ADDIS ABABA; CITIES THAT 
ALREADY HAVE SERIOUS 
HOUSING PROBLEMS, 
EVIDENCED BY THE CURRENT 
HIGH PROPORTION OF 
URBAN SLUM DWELLERS, 
79.1 PER CENT.23 GROWTH 
IN AFRICAN COUNTRIES IS 
CONCENTRATED IN CITIES. 
BETWEEN 2005 AND 2010 
THE LARGEST CITIES (WITH A 
POPULATION OF MORE THAN 
ONE MILLION) ACCOUNTED 
FOR ONLY 27.1 PER CENT 
OF URBAN POPULATION 
GROWTH MEANING THAT 
SECONDARY AND SMALLER 
CITIES ACCOUNTED FOR 
MOST OF URBAN GROWTH 
IN AFRICA.24 PART ONE

Housing Areas (THA), which proved a very 
practical solution for reconciling growing 
housing demand with traditional, and customary 
land ownership structures. Through such 
development Malawi successfully constrained 
the development and expansion of urban 
informal settlements, which characterised its 
neighbours' housing sector throughout the 1960s 
and 1970s.34

On the whole sites-and-services schemes 
had variable success in providing affordable 
housing in African cities. Their major downfall 
has been that they have not been able to supply 
the quantities required and have typically been 
beyond the affordability of the targeted low-
income and poor households. For example, the 
output of Kenya’s sites-and-services schemes 
was only, at best, 10 per cent of total urban 
low-income demand.35 Likewise, the Lesotho 
Housing and Land Development Corporation 
(LHLDC) only delivered between 300 and 600 
serviced sites per year but this was less than 10 
per cent of the national demand.36

From the late-1980s onwards the ‘enabling’ 
approach became the dominant global 
housing sector model which many African 
countries adopted. This approach posited that 
the lack of affordable land and housing was seen 
as a failure of the market caused by too much 
government intervention. To redress this and to 
increase housing supply governments were to 
reduce their role as direct providers of land and 
housing and act as enablers of the private sector 
to produce housing at scale.  

Nevertheless, some African countries 
continued to directly provide housing in 
the spirit of the 1950s and 1960s models. For 
instance, in Tunisia, the Société Nationale 
Immobilière Tunisienne (SNIT), a government-
owned company, led direct housing production, 
with production peaking at 15,000 units a year 
during the Sixth Plan implemented between 
1982 and 1986.37 Nigera broadly embraced 
enablement strategies but between 1980 and 
1983 the government planned to construct 
40,000 units per year. It only managed 32,000 
for the whole period, just over a quarter of its 
target and well below the massive demand.38 
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Some countries continued with a range of 
small-scale land and housing schemes. In 
1981, the government of Tanzania launched the 
Low Cost Housing Unit scheme in Dodoma, the 
new capital of Tanzania. The scheme provided 
technical and financial services to cooperatives for 
building plan preparation, site supervision, and 
construction guidance.39 Characteristic of many 
schemes during the 1980s, it was unsuccessful 
in addressing the housing needs of low-income 
households as it ended up catering to a select few 
middle- and upper-income civil servants. 

The enabling period of the 1980s and 1990s 
was characterised by the lack of coordinated 
government and private sector efforts to 
address housing. Small one-off housing and 
upgrading projects were disconnected from, 
or not part of larger national programmes. 
There were few government programmes to 
address the needs of low-income households. 
Where programmes did exist, they were often 
cut short due to changing political regimes or 
never implemented due to lack of resources, 
institutional capacity or political will. 

From the late-1980s onwards informal land 
development increased as a result of the lack of 
government leadership in formulating adequate 
policy and programmatic responses to stimulate 
private sector affordable housing production. 
Common practice in African countries, for 
example Egypt, is for farmers to informally 
sell their agricultural land to developers, who 
subdivide and on-sell individual plots with 
or without housing improvements. Such 
developments seldom cater to low-income 
households, place extra pressure on already 
strained city infrastructure and often have 
considerable negative environmental impacts.   

Cooperatives in Africa had limited success in 
developing affordable housing until market 
liberalisation from the 1980s onwards when they 
became stronger and explicitly looked towards 
housing production for their members.40 In 
Eastern and Southern Africa cooperatives have 
been relatively strong in recent decades, however, 
constrained by unfavourable and overly-
demanding regulatory systems as well as limited 
access to housing inputs, notably affordable land 
and materials, such cooperatives have had limited 
success in producing housing at scale. 

For example, in Kenya, between 1980 and 
1999 cooperatives had produced less than 1,000 
registered units, even though there were 418 
registered cooperatives and 30,000 members. 
In Tanzania during the same period there 
were at least 900 units built for a cooperative 
membership of 6,638. Zimbabwe provides more 
positive results: in the 10 main urban centres, 
3,050 registered members in 154 cooperatives 
produced 3,200 units. (Although this was only 
1.6 per cent of total housing supply during this 
20-year period). Overall, between 1980-2000, 
no more than 10,000 units have been built be 
cooperatives in Kenya, South Africa, Tanzania, 
Uganda and Zimbabwe due to a lack of housing 
credit, depreciating currencies, decreasing 
real incomes, and unsupportive regulatory 
frameworks41.  

Up until the 1990s, public housing provision 
in African countries accounted for less than 
five per cent of total housing production. Such 
low production cannot simply be explained by 
poorly performing economies�lack of public 
money for housing investment�because even for 
relatively prosperous African countries, public 
housing production was limited. For instance, 
in Côte d’Ivoire public housing accounted for 
only 2,000 dwellings per year between 1960 
and 1983. Likewise, in oil-rich Nigeria, the 
construction of 202,000 houses was proposed 
for the period 1975-1980 (40,000 per year), but 
only 28,500 units in total were constructed over 
this five-year period.42 

In contrast, post-apartheid South Africa 
demonstrates the prerequisite for, and benefit of 
political will in delivering affordable government 
housing at scale. The Reconstruction and 
Development Programme (RDP) is a subsidised 
housing delivery programme that was initiated in 
1994 and targets 86 per cent of the population. 
The programme is to be commended for the 
delivery of over 2.7 million affordable housing 
units to date, although there is still a considerable 
backlog and continued new demand from natural 
demographic growth that need to be addressed.43 

While in Latin America and Asia slum 
upgrading formed the dominant approach 
from the late 1980s onwards, only a few 
African countries implemented slum-
upgrading programmes during this time. 
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Senegal implemented a new policy of urban 
slum upgrading in 1987, with a focus on land 
reform and regularization of slum areas.44 
Likewise, following the revolution, Burkina Faso 
launched the National Upgrading Programme in 
1983 focusing on the land restructure policy of 
lotissements that was implemented between 1983 
an 1990.45 

Many African countries perceived slums in a 
purely negative light and consequently tried to 
demolish and eradicate them. Such actions did 
little to help the housing situation. Not only do 
slum eradication and eviction disrupt livelihoods 
and greatly affect the physical and emotional 
wellbeing of those evicted, but without any other 
option the poor simply moved elsewhere and the 
‘problem’ of slums was not solved.  Only in 1992 did 
the government of Malawi devise a comprehensive 
policy of legalisation and upgrading, after decades 
of intermittent treats of eviction and demolition.46 
Likewise, Gabon only introduced new legislation 
aimed at regulating the construction of informal 
settlements in the late 1990s.47 

Since the mid-1990s, Non-Governmental 
Organisations (NGOs) and Community 
Based Organisations (CBOs) have gained 
strength and visibility in Africa, with a focus 
on affordable housing embedded in broader 
social struggles. In 1996 a number of urban 
poor federations and the NGOs working with 
them put together an international network 
known as Slum/Shack Dwellers International 
(SDI). This network has had a major positive 
effect on increasing the visibility of poor housing 
conditions facing a vast number of urban poor 
households.48 

CBOs work as ‘bottom-up’ savings groups to 
strengthen their members, bring them closer 
together and to save for land and housing. The 
uMfelanda Wonye (South African Homeless 
People’s Federation) in South Africa is one of 
the most consolidated in Africa and helps its 
members access housing through government 
housing subsidies and loans. Muungano wa 
Wanvijiji in Kenya, the Malawi Federation in 
Malawi, Shack Dwellers Federation of Namibia 
have similar underpinnings and all demonstrate 
the important role CBOs play in Africa in 
facilitating low-income households access to 
access housing finance and housing.  

From 2000 onwards, African countries have 
been influenced by the prevailing model of 
facilitating the private sector with a focus 
on sustainable urban planning. For example, 
the Luanda Sul Self-financed Infrastructure 
Programme in Angola, launched in 1995, 
aimed to address the housing shortage through 
mobilising private sector investment. Three new, 
highly planned areas were developed to reduce 
pressure on central city. The government acquired 
the land and mobilised private contractors for 
housing and infrastructure development. As of 
2001, 800 hectares have been developed and 
2,200 units have been built, and the programme 
has reportedly stimulated the construction sector 
and provided 4,000 new jobs.49 

Likewise, Morocco’s adopted capital expenditure 
strategy for 2008 to 2012 focuses on greater 
private sector involvement through tax incentives, 
as well as development of mixed-income urban 
housing projects trough cross-subsidising 
housing units for low-income households. Buyers 
of low-cost units will be eligible for mortgages 
guaranteed by Fonds de garantie pour les revenus 
irréguliers et modestes (FOGARIM), an agency 
created in 2004 to encourage banks to provide 
long-term credit to lower-income individuals and 
those with a less than steady source of income.50 

Land and housing in African is gradually 
characterised by growing economic 
polarisation and spatial divisions. For example, 
in downtown Gombe, in Kinshasa, high-income 
residential units can cost in excess of one million 
USD. Even in less expensive areas such as Masina 
and Kingasani, housing can reach 30,000 USD, 
which is still far beyond affordability for low-
income households. All over Africa, central areas 
are under increasing gentrification pressure and 
more often than not the urban poor loose out 
and are forced to the periphery or marginal areas 
of cities. Likewise, well located, inner-city urban 
areas are characterized by a further pressure 
on property prices and increasing residential 
densities as demand for owner-occupied and 
rental housing increases. For example, in the 
Dakar sites-and-services project which was 
mentioned earlier, densities have reached levels 
far beyond those that were initially designed for: 
from 350 persons per hectare to between 1000 
and 1700 per hectare.51 
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INCREMENTAL SELF-
BUILD IS BECOMING 
INCREASINGLY 
IMPOSSIBLE FOR 
URBAN AFRICANS, 

PRIMARILY DUE 
TO A LACK OF LAND 

OR THE HIGH COST OF 
IT. CONSEQUENTLY, RENTAL 
AND HOUSE-SHARING 
PRACTICES ARE WIDESPREAD 
IN MOST AFRICAN CITIES. 
SUCH PRACTICES PLACE 
EXTRA STRAIN ON ALREADY 
VULNERABLE HOUSEHOLDS: 
CROWDING IS A HEALTH 
ISSUE AND RENTING MEANS 
THOSE THAT CAN LEAST 
AFFORD IT OFTEN SPEND A 
DISPROPORTIONATE PORTION 
OF THEIR INCOME ON HOUSING 
EXPENDITURE AND THEREFORE 
CANNOT SAVE FOR IMPROVED 
HOUSING.

Although this brief overview has not su�ciently 
described the nuances and speci�cities of housing 
policy and practice in Africa since 1950, it has 
broadly demonstrated the trajectory of African 
housing policy and practice to give a background 
to the current situation and to show that Africa 
has its own distinctive housing history and 
challenges compared with other developing 
regions. Several key trends can be discerned: 

�� Government-led land and housing provision 
has been laissez-faire and unsuccessful in 
housing the majority of Africans. African 
governments have always been under-
resourced to cope with the scale of new 
housing demand, let alone catch up with 
the backlog.52 Government housing 
programmes, where they even existed, 
simply could not meet the high demand 
and were not a�ordable to low-income 
households.  

�� �e formal private sector has also failed in 
providing a�ordable housing at large scale, 
largely because of unsupportive policy and 
regulatory frameworks and complicated 
land ownership and use patterns.    

�� Small-scale sites-and-services schemes and 
slum upgrading projects alleviated the 
conditions for some Africans but these 
approaches still fail to increase housing 
production at a scale that is required.  

�� As a consequence of the above three 
trends, the majority of urban Africans have 
continually resorted incrementally building 
their own houses and/or renting in slums, 
which today comprise upwards of 50 per 
cent of the population in Africa. 

�� Presently, incremental self-build is 
increasingly becoming impossible for urban 
Africans, primarily due to a lack of land or 
the high cost of it. Consequently, rental and 
house-sharing practices are widespread in 
most African cities, however such practices 
place extra strain on already vulnerable 
households: crowding is a health issue and 
renting means those that can least a�ord it 
often spend a disproportionate portion of 
their income on housing expenditure and 
therefore cannot save for improved housing. 

�� �e a�ordable housing challenge is not new. 
Since 1950 Africa has faced a challenge in 
ensuring a�ordable housing for all Africans. 

�e estimated additional housing units 
required in Africa between 1980-1989 alone 
was 1.3 million. In 1990-1999 the �gure 
was 2.1 million and between 2000-2009 it 
was 3.2 million. With a currently relatively 
small urban population and increasing 
urbanisation in the coming decades the 
challenge of increasing a�ordable land and 
housing supply is escalating.
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Another key determinant of the availability, 
accessibility and affordability of housing is the 
role played by the formal and informal sectors 
in its production. In Africa, the bulk of housing 
is produced by the informal sector. One of the 
characteristics of the informal sector which 
distinguishes it from the formal sector is the 
order in which development takes place. Formal 
sector housing is planned beforehand, after 
which at least some services are fitted prior to 
construction. Only then do the occupants move 
in. Oppositely, in the informal sector, occupation 
takes place often on vacant, un-serviced land. 
Housing is constructed and then services and 
planning follow, typically after an extended 
period of time, trying to improve the situation 
retrospectively. 

Without land, there can be no housing. And 
without looking at the issue of land, there can be 
no meaningful discussion about how to solve the 
problems of housing for the poor in our cities. 
The unaffordability and inaccessibility of decent, 
secure, affordable land is the major reason 
why there are so many informal settlements in 
African cities and is a contributing factor to 
urban poverty.56

In many African countries the high purchase 
cost of housing is often due to high land prices, 
which are a result of inadequate land policies 
that result in insufficient available land for 
development. The rapid urbanization in some of 
the countries (e.g. Mauritius, South Africa and 
Zambia) is increasing the growing importance 
of demand for land to meet urban housing 
needs for a significant population of poor 
urban residents. Further rapid urban growth is 
escalating the demand for land for settlement 
and housing provision and for urban-based 
livelihoods (in cluding urban agriculture). This 
is leading to pressure on peri-urban land and 
on the capacity of local government structures 
to provide adequate ur ban services, including 
water, sanitation and waste removal.

Urban land supply is far from meeting the official 
demand. To make land more affordable to all 
urban dwellers, there is a need to integrate land 
policies with other nation al policies and regional 
initiatives. These include macro-economic policy, 
gender policy, urban and housing policies.

Rapid urbanization is bringing about new 
challenges for land policy as the demand is 
mounting for land for settlement and housing 
provision and for urban-based livelihoods (in-
cluding urban agriculture). 

Measures of a�ordability

While there is no universally agreed measure of 
what constitutes ‘affordable housing’, there are 
three common measures, which are associated 
with two components: housing costs and 
household income (Table 1).57 The first is house 
price-to-income ratio. The ratio is calculated by 
dividing the median house price by the median 
household income. It shows the number of 
annual median salaries it takes to buy a median-
priced house. Countries that have particularly 
high house price-to-income ratios are typically 

AFFORDABLE 
HOUSING IS 
BROADLY DEFINED 
AS THAT WHICH 
IS ADEQUATE 

IN QUALITY AND 
LOCATION AND DOES 

NOT COST SO MUCH THAT 
IT PROHIBITS ITS OCCUPANTS 
MEETING OTHER BASIC 
LIVING COSTS OR THREATENS 
THEIR ENJOYMENT OF BASIC 
HUMAN RIGHTS. HOUSING 
AFFORDABILITY, HOWEVER, 
IS MULTI-DIMENSIONAL AND 
INVOLVES MORE THAN THE 
OFTEN-USED SIMPLIFIED 
CONCEPTION OF THE RATIO OF 
HOUSE PURCHASE PRICE TO 
HOUSEHOLD INCOME.


