
KOROGOCHO
STREETSCAPES:
documenting the role and potentials of streets in citywide slum upgrading 



II

KOROGOCHO STREETSCAPES: Documenting the role and potentials of 
streets in citywide slum upgrading 

All rights reserved
United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-HABITAT), 2012
P.O. Box 30030 00100 Nairobi GPO KENYA
Tel: 254-020-7623120 (Central Office)
www.unhabitat.org

HS/075/12E
ISBN:978-92-1-132489-1 

DISCLAIMER

The designations employed and the presentation of material in this 
publication do not imply the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the 
part of the secretariat of the United Nations concerning the legal status 
of any country, territory, city or area or its authorities, or concerning 
the delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries regarding its economic 
system or degree of development. Excerpts may be reproduced without 
authorization, on condition that the source is indicated. Views expressed 
in this publication do not necessarily reflect those of the United Nations 
Human SettlementsProgramme, the United Nations and its member 
states.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Task Managers: Matthew French and Roi Chiti

Principal Authors: Maria Höök, Pia Jonsson, Emma Skottke, Marlene 
Thelandersson

Contributors: Claudio Acioly, Christophe Lalande, Katja Dietrich, Laura 
Petrella, Jose Chong. The authors also acknowledge the contribution 
of the residents of Korogocho who gave their time and energy to help 
undertake this study. 

Design and layout: Maria Höök, Pia Jonsson, Emma Skottke, Marlene 
Thelandersson

Programme Support: Helen Musoke 

Financial Support: This study has been made possible thanks to the 
support of Swedish International Development Agency (SIDA).

Printer: UNON, Publishing Services Section, Nairobi, 
ISO 14001:2004-certified

Photos: Daniel Onyango (p. 2), Simon Kuriaki (67, 98, 100, 114. All other 
pictures by the authors



III

KOROGOCHO
STREETSCAPES:
documenting the role and potentials of streets in citywide slum upgrading 



IV

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This report will explore the role and potentials 
of streets in slum upgrading, using the street 
upgrading project in the Korogocho slum in 
Nairobi, Kenya, as a case study. It focuses on 
the experiences and perceptions of the resi-
dents in Korogocho, and the changes ‘on the 
ground’. 

The study argues that successful urban 
places are based predominately on streets and 
the connected street life. Streets serve as demo-
cratic, open public space and as platforms for 
economic and social development. Therefore, 
streets play a fundamental role for the public 
life in cities and particularly in slums, where 
open space is scarce. 

The key findings of the study reveal that the 
streets have boosted microeconomic activity, 
which has increased the number of jobs as well 
as the available goods in the area. The connec-
tivity to the larger urban fabric is improved, 

which facilitates the flow within and to Koro-
gocho. As part of the larger number of people 
dwelling in the street, the perception of safety 
has increased. The level of participation highly 
affects the resident’s attachment to the streets 
and communication is crucial to sensitize 
the community to the changes carried by the 
project. Overall, the project has brought posi-
tive aspects to the community and improved 
the life of the residents. 

The publication ends by providing a 
description of key lessons, and a list of 
recommendations for planning, designing 
and maintaining streets in slum upgrading 
programmes and projects. 

The publication forms part of an innova-
tive shift promoted by UN-Habitat towards 
city-wide participatory slum upgrading where 
streets are used as the entry point. 
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In Swahili, the name Korogocho means 
crowded, shoulder to shoulder. We all have 
seen images of a slum and the reduced public 
space citizens living there can share. Each new 
street means an increase of micro-economic 
activity, safety and security, and mobility. The 
new streets brought new and fresh connec-
tions with the surrounding urban fabric. 

As a former mayor, I have already a strong 
conviction on the need to reassert urban 
design and planning as two key development 
drivers of contemporary city building. By 
laying streets and setting out public space in 
slums, you delineate public and private space 
and begin an urban transformation and regen-
eration that encourages prosperous cities. 

When I speak of streets I do not mean simply 
roads for cars. I am talking about streets as 
multi-functional spaces which contribute to 
creating a safe, lively, and an economically 
productive public realm.

As the research carried in this publication 
shows, streets are an opportune entry point for 
successful slum upgrading for three reasons:

First, the planning of streets and public 
space (as components of overall settlement 
master planning) provides an accessible and 
positive forum for community participation. 
To improve the conditions of slums it is crucial 
to consult with community so that residents 
can participate in the planning, design, imple-
mentation, and maintenance of interventions. 

This is fundamental for creating sustainable 
and responsive interventions.  

Second, urban planning and the laying of 
streets can help generate wealth. Micro-enter-
prise activity springs up on street corners, new 
services and products reach slum households 
and new jobs are created. 

Third, planning street upgrades or creating 
new streets in all slums in a city helps us ‘go 
to scale’ and connect the slums with the wider 
urban fabric of the city.

What is needed – and what UN-Habitat 
is advocating for - is a pro-active approach 
to creating lively and economically produc-
tive public spaces and streets in slums. This 
publication showcases our emerging princi-
ples regarding the importance of streets and 
community participation in slum upgrading. 
I sincerely thank all those who worked on this 
for their efforts, critical insight and working 
with me on a new approach to improving the 
living conditions of all urban residents and 
addressing the challenge of slums.

Dr. Joan Clos 
Under-Secretary-General of the United Nations

Executive Director, UN-Habitat

FOREWORD
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“When you introduce streets and latrines, and put lights in the streets, imme-
diately you have shops that emerge, you have more economic activities. There’s 
a virtuous cycle of self-improvement. Yes, this requires an initial investment. 
But it also requires dialogue with the stakeholders in slums, the local commu-
nity and the structure owners to agree on the improvements.” 
Dr. Joan Clos

Executive Director, UN-Habitat 

Interview with Joan Clos, April 2012, Africa Renewal, “For sustainable Cities Africa Needs Plan-
ning”. p17-19.
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CBO    Community Based Organization

CCN   City Council of Nairobi

GSGN   Good School Good Neighbourhood

KENSUP  Kenya Slum Upgrading Programme

KIDDP    Kenya Italy Debt for Development Programme

KOWA    Korogocho Owners Welfare Association

KSUP    Korogocho Slum Upgrading Programme

MOLG   Ministry of Local Government

NGO    Non-governmental Organization

PMU   Programme Management Unit

RC    Residents Committee - a group of 48 members elected to represent  
   all villages in Korogocho plus the chief and the area councillor. 

UN-Habitat  United Nations Human Settlements Programme

ACRONYMS

KEY CONCEPTS
Appropriation   To take possession of space by being or dwelling in it.

Community   A group of people containing a various number of different stake 
   holders, living in the same locality and sharing the same leadership  
   under the influence of a complex web of power dynamics.

Connectivity   A street’s capability of being connected to other streets.

Edge zone  The area at the edge of the road reserve.

Flow    Continuity of movements and transactions.

Informality   Not being in accord with prescribed regulations or forms; unofficial:  
   not of a formal or official nature.
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Land tenure Tenure is the relationship, whether legally or customarily defined, among  
  people as individuals or groups, with respect to land and associated natural  
  resources. Rules of tenure define how property rights in land are to be   
  allocated within societies. Land tenure systems determine who can use what  
  resources for how long, and under what conditions.

Microeconomics Study of the economic behaviour of individual units of an economy (such as  
  a person, household, firm, or industry) and not of the aggregate economy  
  (which is the domain of macroeconomics). Microeconomics is primarily  
  concerned with the factors that affect individual economic choices, the effect  
  of changes in these factors on the individual decision makers, how their  
  choices are coordinated by markets, and how prices and demand are deter 
  mined in individual markets. 

Participation The involvement of people and organizations in making decisions and taking  
  action. In this context participation has been interpreted in two broad   
  ways. Firstly, as a means to improve development activities (instrumental  
  participation, making the interventions more sustainable by involving the  
  users or as an end in itself ). Secondly, to ensure people’s influencing of their  
  own situation acts as empowerment (transformational participation). 

Public realm Public sphere or domain that incorporates all areas to which the public has  
  open access; parks, streetscapes, coastal areas and public places.

Road reserve The total open space that is reserved for the street; the road reserve includes  
  the carriage ways, pavements and edge zones.

Safety  The perception of being safe, experiencing freedom of residing in an area 
   without feeling vulnerable to harm.

Security  The quality or state of being secure as freedom from danger

Settlement The physical environment and the gathering of dwellers within it

Slum   United Nations’ operational definition of a slum combines the following five  
  characteristics:

Resilience The ability to recover from or adjust easily to misfortune or change;   
  robustness against shocks.
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01:INTRO 

“Streets are undoubtedly the most important elements in a city’s public realm, 
the network of spaces and corners where the public are free to go, to meet and 
gather, and simply to watch one and other. In fact, the public realm in the city 
performs many functions, not only by providing meeting places but also in 
(...) representing meaning and identity.” 

(Montgomery, J. (1998). Making a city: Urbanity, vitality and urban design. In: Journal of 
Urban Design, Vol. 3, No.1, 1998. p. 110)
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BACKGROUND 
“Streets are undoubtedly the most important 
elements in a city’s public realm, the network of 
spaces and corners where the public are free to 
go, to meet and gather, and simply to watch one 
and other. In fact, the public realm in the city 
performs many functions, not only by providing 
meeting places but also in (...) representing mean-
ing and identity.” (Montgomery, J. (1998). 
Making a city: Urbanity, vitality and urban 
design. In: Journal of Urban Design, Vol. 3, 
No.1, 1998. p. 110)

Streets have historically served as through 
passage and as an important public space. 
During the motor era roads built for the fast 
movement of traffic replaced dynamic streets. 
This vast road-driven transformation, however, 
has proven inadequate for creating new devel-

opment that holds identity and vitality.1 
Successful urban places are based predomi-

nately on streets and the connected street life. 
The presence and size of the street defines 
economic activity and diversity; it is impor-
tant that at least a proportion of this should 
occur in the streets, squares and spaces in the 
public realm. For it is the public realm and 
associated semi-public spaces which provide 

the terrain for social interaction and a signifi-

cant part of a city’s transaction base.2 
Streets serve both the mobility and the social 

functions of a city. Mobility ensures residents 
to travel, allows them to interact and perform 
business. Socially, streets make cities liveable; 

they foster social and economic growth.3

Today we are seeing a rapid and uncontrolled 
growth in urban slums that are increasingly 
putting pressure on land and public spaces, 

which are converted into private use. 4 Often 
the need for public space in slums is not 
considered but it is particularly important for 
these settings. Open space is a much-needed 
break from crowded housing conditions, for 

fresh air and for recreation.5 
Streets have proven to be one of the oldest 

elements of the public realm and are a vital 
component of livelihoods, and, in many areas, 
perhaps the only space allowing the local 

population to interact.6 Streets in slums are 
very much needed, to serve as democratic, 
open meeting places, public spaces and to aid 
economic and social development in a highly 

dense area.7 
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STREETSCAPES IN KOROGOCHO
This study explores the role of streets in slum 
upgrading. It focuses on the Korogocho slum 
in Nairobi, Kenya, which is used as a case 
study to document the outcomes of installing 
a network of streets. The study pays particu-
lar emphasis to documenting the effects of the 
streets ‘on the ground’, that is, for the residents 
and daily life of Korogocho slum. 

It must be emphasized that this study is 
not an evaluation of the streets, which would 
require more sophisticated tools and more 
resources. Instead, this study is underpinned 
by a quest to understand the effects of the 
streets through documentation. It qualitatively 
explores the key opportunities, challenges 
and issues surrounding an approach to slum 
upgrading where the street (here, broadly 
considered synonymous with public space) is 
used as an entry point. 

According to the 2009 census, the three 
locations that constitute Korogocho slum 

is home to some 42 000 people,8 including 
the village of Ngomongo, and is Nairobi’s 
fourth-largest slum. Like all slum settlements 
in Nairobi, it is home to a large poor popu-

lation with no access to minimum services.9 

Open spaces in Korogocho are very few, thus 
limiting recreation and forms of social and 

economic opportunities for the residents.10

Korogocho has, however, recently under-
gone major physical development. Three 
interventions have been implemented: a foot-
bridge, a community office and a network 
of streets through the area.  The planning 
process of the Korogocho Slum Upgrad-
ing Programme (KSUP) has examined the 
possibilities of using integrated participatory 
planning steps as a resilient slum upgrading 

method.11 

STUDY PURPOSE

The study will document the effects of KSUP’s 
street upgrading project in Korogocho to 
understand the potential of streets in a slum 
upgrading. Placed in relation to the spatial and 
physical dimensions of the street intervention, 
the study documents the impact of the streets 
in terms of both the process and outcomes. 
Based on the results, the study aims to draw 
key lessons and formulate recommendations 
that can be utilized in other slum upgrading 
projects and programmes. 
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THE STUDY AIMED TO:
Understand the activities, uses, actions, 
functions, actors and perceptions that are 
associated with streets in slums in general 
and Korogocho in particular 
Understand how the dynamics of the 
streetscape have changed through the 
Korogocho street upgrading project, and 
how this has affected the livelihood of the 
residents 
Identify key issues and indicators associ-
ated with the street upgrading that can 
generate recommendations to guide the 
design and implementation of future 
street upgrading projects

STUDY APPROACH

In the documentation, the upgraded streets 
have been examined in terms of place, with 
the belief that streets hold important value to 
the community as places. The starting point 
of the study has been the community’s expe-
rienced change implied by the streets. In this 
case the ‘community’ consists of the residents 
that dwell in the public space, the street, hence 
giving it meaning and attributes of place. 
Therefore, theory of place, and consequently 
the residents´ perceptions, will set the frames 
for the study and are outlined below.

The notion of place combines quality in three 
essential concepts: physical space (form), the 
experienced space (conception) and the activ-
ity within the space. Overlaid, the concepts 
define the components of a sense of place and 
the relationship between them. 
Indicators were found revealing tendencies 
within each concept, and thus knowledge 
about the role of the streets in an overall 
upgrading process have been gained. This has 
served as a guideline in the construction of the 
conceptual framework used in the assessment of 
the streets and to understand the influence on 

the community.12 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

The conceptual framework can be struc-
tured into the three concepts, that when put 

together create a sense of place13:
Activity: The activities associated with a place 

build upon vitality and diversity. Vitality of a 
place refers to the number of people in and 
around the street during different times of 
the day and night: the presence of an active 
street life and generally the extent to which 
a place feels alive or lively. Vitality can only 
be achieved where there is a complex diversity 
of primary land uses and activity: diversity 
suggests mixtures of uses and activities.
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ACTIVITIES

FORM

PLACE (STREET)

Flow of people
Flow of capital
Traffic
Waste management
Illegal activities
Organizations
Services
Business

Memory
Information
Appropriation
Safety & security
Social relations
Sense of belonging
Vision

Material
Spatial typologies
Spatial relationships
Equipment
Connectivity
Entrances/exits
Topography

Figure 1. Conceptual Framework

CONCEPTION

Conception: Conception is a combination of 
identity and how a place is perceived. To indi-
viduals, the conception of a place is therefore 
their set of feelings and impressions about that 
place. The conception reflects cultural and 
individual values and beliefs.

Form: Activity and conception interrelate 
with form to generate sense of place. A city’s 
form can be designed to stimulate activity, 
a positive conception and therefore a strong 
sense of place: the form describes the physi-
cal shape it takes to support the activities it 
desires. 
From these concepts it can be understood 
how activity and conception interrelate with 
form to create a sense of place. Conception is 
established from the built form and the found 
activities. Overlaid and put together, the 
three categories are fundamental components 
of a place and will provide the basis for a holis-
tic understanding of the dynamics associated 
with the streets. 

To understand the three concepts in the 
context of Korogocho and how the streets have 
affected the residents, they have been assigned 
different indicators to enable the revealing of 
tendencies. The study has been conducted 
with a heuristic method, refining and adjust-
ing the indicators as the study continues.

 
TARGET GROUPS 

All groups in the community relate to place, 
in this case the streets, as co-creators in some 
way.14 How different groups use, involve and 
appropriate place can tell a lot about the 
social structures and power relations in the 
community.15 

In order to understand the impacts of the 
streets fully, it has been important to identify 
key actors and stakeholders in the community. 
From the start, different groups can be identi-
fied from more evident criteria such as gender, 
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Questionnaires
(Quantitative)

Observation

Dialogue
(Qualitative)

Focus groups
Walks
Workshops

Photo
Sketch
Map studies
Field data collection

TRIANGULATION

Figure 2. Triangulation

age, ethnicity and religion and later by occu-
pation or trade followed by location in their 

settlement.16 By using the concepts of activ-
ity, form and conception as a framework and 
simultaneously investigating and comparing 
how different target groups relate to them, a 
broad view of the impacts in the community 
was found.

Particular attention was given to vendors, 
women, children and youths. Children and 
youths are the future of the area and their needs 
are often forgotten in the planning process. 
Women are also often underrepresented in 

participatory development17, even though 
they have an important role in the everyday 
life. They act as the caretaker for the family 
and thereby have certain needs that might 
have been changed by the construction of 
the new streets. Women are also often targets 
for criminals and their fears are supported by 
statistics on victimization. Vendors play an 
important role in the public space associated 
with the streets, as a place of livelihood. A 
change in this structure may have created an 
impact to the microeconomics that often is of 

much value for development in slums.18

TOOLS

In order to document the impacts of the streets 
and draw conclusions, three main tools have 
been used to identify indicators; observation, 
dialogue and a questionnaire survey. The use of 
three different tools has enabled comparison 
and triangulation of the indicators and thus 
the tendencies and outcomes of the study. 
Triangulation is valuable when exploring a 

problem in a comprehensive manner.19 

STRUCTURE OF THE PUBLICATION

The publication consists of six chapters: 
Chapter 1: An Introduction to the struc-
ture of the publication and methods of the 
investigation.
Chapter 2: The Urban Challenge gives a back-
ground of urban growth and its impact on 
slum formation. It studies the Nairobi case in 

general and20 the Korogocho slum in particular. 

It provides information concerning slums and 
previous slum upgrading programmes, lead-
ing to a discussion concerning urbanization 
and globalization. It ends with a description of 
the Korogocho Slum Upgrading Programme 
and the key issues that informed the process. 
The frames for the field study are set through 
the theoretical background presented in this 
section. 

Chapter 3: The Role of Streets gives an over-
view of streets in human settlements in general 
and streets in slum settings in particular. It 
discusses the importance of streets, not only as 
a physical construct improving physical acces-
sibility but also their vital role as public space. 
This then leads to a description of the Korogo-
cho street upgrading project. 

Chapter 4: Field Study provides the results 
and analyses of the new dynamics connected 
with the streets in Korogocho. This will guide 
the recommendations and discussions in the 
last two parts of the publication. 

Chapter 5: Main Findings and Key Lessons 
summarizes the findings from the field study 
and points out strengths and weaknesses of 

the project and its process.21

Chapter 6: Recommendations transforms 
the most important changes to a number of 
practical recommendations and addresses key 
issues to consider for future street upgrading 
projects.
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“Cities (…) are currently growing by 
a million babies and migrants each 
week.” 

Davis, M. (2007) Planet of Slums. London: Verso.GE
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URBANIZATION AND SLUMS
For the first time in history there are now more 
urban dwellers than rural residents. Urban 
places, towns and cities are of vital importance 
for the distribution of population within 
countries.1 Cities are the engines of growth in 
the developing world and, due to the current 
level of urbanization, the numbers of urban 
dwellers are destined to increase.2 

Urbanization at the global level is a rela-
tively recent phenomenon. At the end of the 
19th Century the extent of world urbaniza-
tion was limited; less than 3 per cent of the 
world’s population was living in towns and 
cities. With a changing global urban pattern 
consisting of urbanization and urban growth, it 
is estimated that, by 2025, almost 60 per cent 
of the population will live in towns and cities.3 

Urbanization describes the process of 
growth in the proportion of people living in 
urban areas while urban growth refers to the 
proportionate growth of urban areas them-
selves.4 The fastest urbanizing countries at 
present are those in Africa. African cities have 
gone through major changes since most coun-
tries gained formal independence in the early 
1960s. They have grown in size due to rural-
urban migration and the lack of urban services 
and infrastructure is the result of the mismatch 
between economic and urban growth. In most 
cases economic growth has not matched popu-
lation growth.5 Global urbanization has so far 
resulted in close to one billion people living 
in urban areas and in slums and settlements 
without adequate shelter.6
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KENYA

...Kenya continues to face the
vast challenges of urbanization
and certainly, the main issue is how 
to facilitate an enabling environmen 
to increase the provision of adequate 
shelter, employment, and basic urban 
services to the slum dwellers...

As a result of demographic, economic and 
political realities many Kenyan cities are 
facing critical challenges. Perhaps the most 
important is the ongoing rapid urbaniza-
tion. People move to Kenya’s cities in search 
of employment and other opportunities than 
urban areas offer.7 Kenya’s urban population is 
at present 40 per cent of the total population 
of 40.5 million. Kenya’s slums have grown at 
an unprecedented rate, and today more than 
70 per cent of the urbanites live in slums. 

The prevalence of slums in Kenya is due 
to a combination of rural-urban migration, 
increasing urban poverty and inequality, high 
cost of living, non-transparent land allocation 
systems, land grabbing and, most importantly, 
insufficient supply of new affordable low-
income housing.8 The causes of rural-urban 

migration in Kenya are mainly economic 
factors such as high levels of unemploy-
ment9, though urbanization has been taking 
place without the necessary corresponding 
economic development, industrialization or 
increased agricultural growth.10 

After Kenya’s independence from Britain in 
1963 there was a considerable migration of 
inhabitants from the rural areas to the urban, 
and Nairobi, as the capital city, received the 
largest group. With few other housing alter-
natives, the government implicitly permitted 
the migrants who could not find accommoda-
tion to put up shacks in the urban centres and 
squatter settlements emerged. 

Slums currently account for a substantial 
proportion of the settlements in Kenya.11 The 
Urban Regulatory Framework fails to meet 
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the needs of the slum dwellers that live in 
the rapidly growing urban centres of Kenya. 
Consequently, the urban poor have been 
unable to comply with existing planning stand-
ards, regulations and administrative systems.12 
The inadequate policy framework has been a 
hindrance to the urban poor in their efforts 
to improve their physical properties and has 
instead resulted in rapid expansion and densi-
fication of slums.13 

The issue of insecure land tenure has been, 
and still is, the primary key constraint in 
improving conditions in slum settlements 
and has resulted in structure owners building 
semi-permanent structures for rent, without 
providing adequate facilities for their tenants 
and operating completely outside the formal 
property system.14 The government considered 
the formations of slums undesirable and on 
and off, from the late 1960s to the late 1990s, 
official government policy was to demolish 
slums even though a large part of the urban 
population had no other means of obtain-
ing housing.15 These demolitions proved 
unsuccessful as demolition of one settlement 
resulted in the dwellers moving elsewhere to 
start new ones.16 

Today, Kenya continues to face the vast 
challenges of urbanization and the main issue 
is how to facilitate an enabling environment 
to increase the provision of adequate shelter, 
employment and basic urban services to the 
slum dwellers.17 The Government of Kenya is 
now acknowledging the existence of slums and 
addressing their conditions through upgrad-
ing. It is now vital to find sustainable strategies 
to face the urban growth.18 

Since its origin Nairobi has been a strictly 
divided city and has a long history of margin-
alization and inequity. Slums have existed there 
since colonial times.19 Nairobi was founded in 
June 1899 by the British colonial explorers as 
a trading centre as a result of the construction 
of the Kenya-Uganda Railway. 

The divisions between the different ethnic 
groups - Europeans, Asians and Africans - 
started with the zoning of residential areas, 
which were the result of the 1948 Colonial 
Master Plan. The plan defined zoned resi-
dential areas according to racial segregation.20 
The European residential area was situated 
west of the city centre. Asians were zoned to 
Parklands, northwest of the city centre, and 
Africans were exclusively restricted to areas 
east of the city centre in what came to be 
known as “Eastland”.21 

Most of the slums that exist in Nairobi 
today were established after independence in 
1963 mainly being located in the Eastern part 
of the city. With the high rural–urban migra-
tion, and with no restricted movement into 
the city after independence, which was not 
accompanied with sufficient supply of low-
income housing, there has been a significant 
growth of slums. 22

The rate of urbanization and slum growth 
has been high: 70 per cent of the population 
in Nairobi lives in slums that occupy only 5 
per cent of the total land area. The growth 
of the slums is alarming and the number of 
slum dwellers is expected to double within the 
next 10 years. 23 Nairobi is a two-faced city, 
presenting a modern front to the world with 

NAIROBI
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...70 % of the population in
Nairobi lives in slums that occupy
only 5 % of the total land area...

a growing number of its people living in the 
backyard. One side is characterized by formal-
ity and the other by informality. 24 

As Kenya’s capital Nairobi is considered by 
many to be a successful international city and 
a gateway to East Africa,25 but the reality for 
most of the city’s residents is very different. 
The housing conditions remain poor and are 
some of the worst in the world. 

The vast majority of Nairobi’s slum dwellers 
are tenants and lack security of tenure. 26 The 
majority of the slums in Nairobi are let on a 
room-to-room basis and most of the house-
holds occupy single rooms. The rents are high 
despite poor quality as Nairobi’s slums provide 
low-quality high-cost shelter for low-income 
residents.27 Several studies indicate that 56 
per cent to 80 per cent of the slum house-
holds rent from private-sector landlords who, 
in the past, often had the political connec-
tions that helped them gain and protect their 
investments.28 
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Korogocho is the fourth most populous slum in 
Nairobi, estimated to house some 42 000 inhab-
itants.29 Korogocho extends over 50 hectares 
and is mostly located on government-owned 
land, with smaller pockets of private land. It is 
located roughly 11 km from the central busi-
ness district in the Eastern part of the city. 

High densities, congestion and high unem-
ployment characterize the area. A scarcity of 
accessible and potable water remains one of 
the most urgent problems in Korogocho, in 
addition to inadequate or absent infrastruc-
ture, education, electricity and community 
space for people. Korogocho consists of eight 
villages: Grogan A, Grogan B, Korogocho A, 
Korogocho B, Highridge, Gitathuru, Kisumu 
Ndogo and Nyayo.30

The majority of the slum dwellers of Koro-
gocho are victims of previous evictions in 

other slums. The settlement began with 
quarry workers who settled in the area and 
built temporary structures in the early 1970s. 
It expanded during the second phase of settle-
ment with the resettlement of squatters from 
slums demolished in other parts of Nairobi in 
the late 1970s. 

In the quest to maintain law and order and 
as a part of an attempt to create urban beau-
tification, the government undertook slum 
demolitions near the city centre but allowed 
those affected to settle in the then city fringes, 
mainly in Korogocho.31 

Grogan B is one of the villages that is a 
result of this relocation. It is one of the oldest 
villages in Korogocho dating back to 1976. 
The majority of the residents in Grogan B 
came from the Grogan area, in the modern-
day Kirinyaga Road, to make way for new 

KOROGOCHO
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...The majority of the slum dwellers
of Korogocho are victims of
previous evictions in other slums...

planned developments.32 Today, Korogocho 
is part of the inner city and borders Nairobi’s 
largest dumping site, Dandora.33

A presidential directive in December 2001, 
that the residents of Korogocho should be 
permanently settled on the land that they already 
occupied, raised the issue of land tenure.34 The 
association of Korogocho structure owners, 
the Korogocho Owners Welfare Association 
(KOWA), had lobbied the government to get 
this directive. This created tension between the 
structure owners and the majority of residents 
who were tenants, which brought the issue of 
who really ‘owns’ the slum to the fore. Some of 
the structure owners claim to have sole right to 
the land while tenants claim that the presidential 
directive also included them.35

Korogocho faced its first upgrading in 1987, 
which consisted of streetlights and making the 

streets accessible by widening them. Since 
then, the streets have been appropriated by 
people and have over time become narrower. 

Korogocho has recently undergone major 
development through the Korogocho Slum 
Upgrading Programme (KSUP) with one 
aim to maintain and go back to the width of 
the streets as they were after the upgrading 
in 1987.36 Three main physical interventions 
have been implemented in Korogocho within 
the framework of KSUP, as entry points to 
the upgrading of the area prior to the overall 
participatory planning, inclusive of the inte-
grated development strategy: a footbridge, 
a community office and a network of streets 
through the area. The planning process of 
KSUP has examined the possibilities of using 
participatory planning steps as a resilient slum 

upgrading method.37
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THE POLITICAL DIMENSION
COMPETING INTERESTS

The future of slums in Kenya is uncer-
tain, they are the most complicated 
and contested in the world thus any at-
tempt to improve the conditions in the 
slums is complex. The different interests 
competing to either eliminate or keep 
slums in their current state are many. 

The official government wants cities 
without slums to improve their image 
and to achieve a modern profile.38 This 
is apparent in the Nairobi Metro 2030, 
Kenya’s second long-term growth and 
development strategy, which shows vi-
sionary images of a modern future with-
out slums. This goal visions a country 
without slums, reached by the Housing 
and Elimination of Slums Programme 
that includes a comprehensive urban re-
generation and renewal plan.39 Howev-
er, it is important to mention the Kenya 
Slum Upgrading Programme, KENSUP, 
which is a government commitment and 
a key programme addressing issues con-
cerning slums and promotes a national 
approach towards slum upgrading.40

A palpable conflict of interest is the 
relation between structure owners and 
tenants. The vast majority of Nairobi’s 
slum dwellers are tenants41 and only 15 
per cent are large-scale structure own-
ers.42 The scale of private rental accom-
modation suggests that these forms of 
housing, while largely developed outside 
of the regulatory framework, remain a 
socially legitimate means of meeting the 
housing demand in Nairobi.43 

The structure owners have different 
perceptions to the tenants within any 

upgrading programme. Generally, struc-
ture owners want full legal tenure of the 
land on which their structures are built; 
tenants want recognition of their right to 
live there and the possibility of becoming 
land owners. Structure owners are often 
influential and have a strong interest in 
maintaining the status quo, particularly 
because their tenants are a source of 
both income and potential votes.44 These 
large conflicts between the formal and 
the informal create advanced formal in-
formal structures that make the situation 
even more complex.45

Present challenges in urban land man-
agement can be partly attributable to the 
fact that official institutions often have 
little relation to actual regimes that gov-
ern land and provide tenure security.46 

GENTRIFICATION 

The issue of gentrification - former slum 
settlements increasing in value and be-
ing gentrified as lower-income house-
holds are forced to relocate because of 
market pressures – is a major concern 
in upgrading projects.  In particular, the 
process of legalization has been iden-
tified as leading to increases in land 
value, which in turn creates an oppor-
tunity for a profit by upgrading project 
beneficiaries. This rise in land prices 
can also translate into increasing rents 
that can drive out low-income tenants. 

The net effect is that upgrading pro-
jects aimed at the urban poor fail to 
reach their original target group and 
benefit upper-income individuals.47
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SLUM UPGRADING
HISTORY OF SLUM UPGRADING 
APPROACHES

“There has been a recognition that effective 
approaches must go beyond addressing the specific 
problems of slums – whether they are inadequate 
housing, infrastructure or services – and must 
deal with the underlying causes of urban poverty” 
(UN-HABITAT, (2003). The Challenge of 
slums. London: Earthscan Publications Ltd. p. 
166)

It can be observed that the development 
of policies regarding urban renewal gradu-
ally evolved from demolition and eviction 
approaches to softer, more socially, economi-
cally, culturally and environmentally sensitive 
approaches.48 

Negligence and inaction towards slums 
dominated practices in most developing coun-
tries until the early 1970s. It was underpinned 
by two basic assumptions: slums were illegal, 
and slums were an unavoidable but a tempo-
rary phenomenon that could be overcome by 
economic development.49 The focus was there-
fore on providing formal affordable housing, 
often through direct government involvement 
in the planning, design, construction and 
maintenance of low-income housing. ‘Sites 
and services’ schemes were also promoted as a 
way to increase the supply of affordable hous-
ing and minimize slum growth. 
In the early1970s approaches towards slums 
shifted towards evicting slum dwellers. It 

became clear to the public authorities that 
economic development was not going to 
integrate the slum populations and some 
governments used a repressive approach, a 
combination of various forms of harassment, 
leading to eviction of slum dwellers.50 

The mass demolitions of slums and dismissal 
of their residents were justified by stating 
that slum dwellers were the actual cause of 
urban poverty and that the presence of them 
would encourage further migration.51 Evic-
tion and forced resettlements that were once 
seen as appropriate actions by governments 
for improving housing standards were increas-
ingly recognized as a gross violation of human 
rights.52 Since the late 1980s global policy 
concerning slums has shifted to the improve-
ment of informal areas in situ rather than 
replacing them, or the large-scale relocation of 
slum dwellers, to new housing.53 

The advancement in the ideas and belief in 
slum upgrading brought an awareness of the 
need to involve slum dwellers and ‘partici-
pation’ was increasingly recognized as an 
important component of upgrading approach.  
During the late 1980s and 1990s enabling 
policies became prominent in global policy 
discourse, which called for involving the slum 
dwellers in the decision-making and design 
processes to establish priorities for action and 
to support project implementation.54 The 
legitimacy of local people’s knowledge and 
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experiences became clear, and much of the 
attention had shifted from  ‘rapid’ to ‘partici-
patory’ approaches.55

In 2000, the Government of Kenya 
acknowledged the presence of slums56 and 
the focus shifted from demolition to a wider 
context of sustainable development, involving 
in situ improvement approaches.57 The capac-
ity of communities for self-organization and in 
situ upgrading through participatory planning 
of slums has become key to developmen-
tal policy.58 More attention is given to issues 
concerning the well-being of the community, 
preservation of social, cultural and economic 
capital and promotion of economic develop-
ment as well as the extension of democratic 
processes.59

IN SITU UPGRADING

In situ upgrading of slums is an appropriate 
improvement strategy as it is arguably the 
most effective approach economically and 
socially, and should be considered as a key 
option for addressing the challenge of slums.60 
Forced eviction, resettlement and demoli-
tion of slums create more problems than they 
solve. Abolition and relocation destroys a large 
stock of affordable housing to the urban poor 
and resettlement can terminate the proxim-
ity of slum dwellers to their livelihoods and 
support networks.61 

In situ upgrading cares for the kinship ties 
and organizational network that make life 
viable for those at the margin. It facilitates 
the transformation of slums into integrated 
communities, which promotes economic and 
political stability.62 

In essence, in situ slum upgrading often 
consists of two key components: formalizing 
slums through legal and regulatory instru-
ments and improving housing, public spaces, 
streets and basic services. Slum upgrading 
also involves improving employment and 
education opportunities, developing new 
community facilities, and connecting slums 
into the wider urban fabric, both spatially 
(roads, streets, etc.) and in terms of urban 
services (such as public transport, policing and 
fire fighting services).63 

An overall aim is to increase the dwellers’ 
security against demolition of their shelter as 
this gives legitimacy and rights.64 By treating 
the residents as an active force in the housing 
and upgrading process, a greater pride in the 
neighbourhood is generated and this can safe-
guard the community structures.65
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EXPERIENCES WITH SLUM UPGRADING

SPARC & KRVIA REINTERPRETING STREETS IN DHARAVI, MUMBAI, INDIA

Over the past three decades many slum upgrading projects and programmes have been under-
taken in the world; some have failed while others have succeeded in creating better environments 
for the slum dwellers and connected slums to their adjacent formal urban environment to make 
inclusive and integrated cities. By learning from past experiences it is possible to reflect on the 
outcomes of slum upgrading products and processes. 

In 2009 SPARC, one of the largest 
Non-governmental organisations in 
India, partnered with architects from 
Kamla Raheja Vidyanidhi Institute for 
Architecture (KRVIA) to develop a 
community-led strategy for redeveloping 
the master plan. The aim was to advise 
the government and set a precedent 
in how communities can participate in 
upgrading projects.73 

The plan illustrates a public-space 
and street-driven approach, combining 
several types of interventions.74 The 
concept was that the existing urban 
configuration would determine the 
upgrading approach. 

The residential groups chose one of the 
densest sectors in the plan, to address 
as a pilot. Structures, land uses, natural 

community clusters and activities were 
mapped and an analysis of the existing 
pedestrian movement and cooperative 
boundaries determined a phased hier-
archy of streets. Planners and designers 
observed that it would not be possible to 
plan larger-scale issues if the focus rested 
on small cooperative societies. Instead 
larger community clusters were formed 
and given the freedom to decide the lev-
el of collaboration they wanted to take.75

Local neighbourhood communities 
would control the improved spaces. 
One of the main ideas was to place 
educational institutions alongside these 
spaces, so that the spaces could be used 
as playgrounds during festivities and 
religious celebrations.76 
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METRO CABLE, CARACAS, VENEZUELA

The Caracas Metro Cable, constructed in 
2010, operates as a branch of the metro 
connecting the hilly slums of San Agustin 
del Sur with the rest of the city. The slums 
of Caracas have long suffered from ex-
clusion and lack of infrastructure.66 Facili-
ties are often situated in the city centre 
and as a result there is both great physi-
cal fragmentation and increasing socio-
political isolation.67 

The introduction of cable cars in the 
dense slum has the advantage of little 
demolition of existing structures for the 
construction.68 The local authority imple-
mented the metro system in collabora-
tion with the architectural firm Urban 
Think Tank. The intention was to design 
in response to people’s needs and their 
specific conditions of habitation.69 The 
project informs the importance of look-
ing at the city as a holistic system, which 
can only be functionally transformed 

when macro-organization and micro-de-
velopment complement one another.70

Positive outcomes from this physical 
intervention include basic services and 
sanitation, increase in physical connec-
tions and the enhancement of public 
spaces. The intervention has a strong 
focus on identity and representation; a 
unique identity is important to fight the 
stigmatization that lingers with many in-
formal and marginalized communities.71 

It is significant to look at the structural 
limitations of a purely physical interven-
tion to implement a formal intervention 
in a non-formal city. Physical infrastruc-
ture organizes the urban space while so-
cial infrastructure ensures that the space 
is appropriated and productively used 
and maintained. In any slum upgrading 
programme, physical and social inter-
ventions should be brought together.72
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THE KOROGOCHO SLUM UPGRADING 
PROGRAMME - KSUP 

The Korogocho Slum Upgrading Programme 
(KSUP) started in 2007. It is an initiative that 
aims to upgrade Korogocho slum in order to 
improve the living and working conditions 
for the residents. It is a joint initiative with 
funding support through a debt for develop-
ment swap by the Government of Italy and 
the Government of Kenya.77 The project was 
estimated for a time period of two years with 
a total budget of KES 210 million (USD 2.49 
million).78

The KIDDP (Kenya-Italy Debt for Devel-
opment Programme) aims to empower 
district communities by achieving sustain-
able economic growth, increase employment 
and decrease poverty through a bottom-up 
community-demand driven approach.79

The Korogocho Slum Upgrading Programme 
approach involved coordinated support to the 
community in order to provide the residents 
with security of tenure through an appropri-
ate land tenure system. The aim was also to 
prepare and implement actions to improve the 
physical, economic and social living condi-
tions for the residents of Korogocho. The 
major outputs of the programme, as defined 
by KSUP80, were:

Total cost KSUP 
Programme

KES 210 million

Street upgrading 
project (incl. drainage 
system, pavements, 
streetlights, etc.)

KES 141 million

Footbridge KES 3.5 million

Health Facility KES 15.5 million

Residents Committe 
House

KES 1.2 million

Prepare a situation analysis of the area 
including base mapping, structure 
numbering and enumeration of residents

Build capacity of various actors/institu-
tions including community

Prepare an advisory physical plan for 
Korogocho 

Prepare sustainable integrated develop-
ment plan for Upgrading Korogocho
Provide security of tenure to the residents 
of Korogocho

Implement concrete improvements to 
ensure tangible and immediate impacts 
on the community

A listening survey, carried out in June 2008, was 
set out to collect information from the eight 
different villages in the project area as an initial 
exercise to inform a detailed understanding of 
Korogocho and identify the priority needs of 
the residents. The three main physical interven-
tions were planned and initiated based on the 
results of the listening survey.81

Concurrent with the implementation of 
the three infrastructural projects, a detailed 
situation analysis inclusive of base mapping, 
structure numbering and enumeration of 
residents was implemented and finalized 
in August 2010. The whole package of data 
was entered in a Geographic Information 
System (GIS) platform in order to assist the 
programme planning and decision-making 
process. To further inform the planning 
process, participatory tools were used to high-
light problems and opportunities and assist 
the community to outline a shared vision for 

the neighbourhood.82
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A LARGER CONTEXT

However, the objectives of the programme 
must be seen in the larger political context of 
Nairobi. The concentration of poor house-
holds in Nairobi is seen as a burden in the 
competition with other cities and stands in 
conflict with the neo-liberal visions for the 
city’s future, where a strong economy is seen 
as the most important driving factor for devel-
opment. Some suggest that, concealed in 
the terminology of participation and in situ 
upgrading, changing Nairobi’s social geog-
raphy has become a part of the strategy for 
developing the competitiveness of the city. 
The main means to reach this goal is to change 
the housing stock in the slums in terms of size, 
standard and tenure through urban upgrading 
and renewal projects, resulting in a socio-

economic upgrading.83 

UN-HABITAT’S ROLE IN KOROGOCHO 
SLUM UPGRADING PROGRAMME 
(KSUP)

UN-Habitat’s role in the KSUP is limited 
to a technical advisory role exerted within the 
multi-partners programme steering commit-
tee led by the Ministry of Local Government, 
and to the joint implementation of specific 
programme components requiring innovative 

tools and knowledge.84

Together with the implementation of the 
Korogocho situation analysis and the support 
to the planning process through its partici-
pation in the interagency technical working 
group established to guide the plans prepara-
tion, UN-Habitat qualitatively contributed to 
the overall upgrading process of the slum, with 
the initiative dubbed ‘Good School Good 
Neighbourhood’ (GSGN).

With the aim at building capacity as well 
as improving community awareness and 

fostering inclusivity to the KSUP planning 
process, a multi-dimensional approach to 
safety and participatory planning/design 
tools was piloted in order to assist the local 
people to position the school at the centre 
of the community, influencing the ongoing 
development. 

The identification of the school as a poten-
tial multi-purpose facility and enhanced 
community public-space was part of a strat-
egy that intended to create a strengthened 
network of public spaces to act as platforms 
for social changes. The public space network 
was thought to include the two public schools, 
the reinforced streets and the river reserve 
created by the plans as well as the market, 
an upgrading project proposal for which has 
already been submitted to the programme 
steering committee for approval.
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“...Principals of spatial organization and orientation in space are based upon the 
human body in relation to other humans and objects. When the urban space 
conforms to the human body we can feel in command and comfortable in the 
space. A streetscape is a humanscape, if nothing else by the relation of the street 
to the body...”

Tuan, Y-F. (1974). Space and place: humanistic perspective. In: Progress in Geography No. 6 pp. 
211-252
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STREETS IN HUMAN SETTLEMENTS

“Good urban places are judged by their street life. For it is in streets as multipurpose spaces - that 
all the ingredients of city life are combined: public contact, public social life, people-watching, 
promenading, transacting, natural surveillance and culture. Streets bring together people who do 
not know each other in an intimate, private social sense, including strangers.”  

Montgomery, J. (1998). Making a city: Urbanity, vitality and urban design. 
In: Journal of Urban Design. Vol. 3 No.1.

A good street is one that allows people to be 
in contact with each other but simultaneously 
gives the option for individuals to remain 
private and respect the privacy of others.1 
People who reside in a slum and act within 
the neighbourhood often feel a powerful 
attachment to their local street. The street is 
a fine balance of essential privacy and varying 
degrees of public and private contact.2

Successful urban places are based largely on 
street life, and the various ways in which activ-
ity occurs in and through buildings and spaces. 
For it is the public realm and the street as 
public space that provides the terrain for social 
interaction through activities such as markets, 
the street vendor and pavement activities.3 

Historically, urban streets have served not 
only as a thoroughfare but also as public space. 
During the motor revolution, vehicular roads 
built for the fast movement of traffic replaced 
these streets.4 The creation of such vast road-
driven transformation to suburban non-places, 
which tend to be neatly laid out, organized 
around a hierarchical pattern of roads, as 
opposed to streets, has proven dysfunctional 
for creating new development that lacks 
identity and vitality.5 Streets and roads are 
perceived as something contradictory. 

Merriam-Webster defines streets and roads 
as parted concepts based on where they are 
situated: the street is within a city while the 
road lies outside an urban district.6 Today, 
planners are returning to traditional street-
based urban designs for it is the street life that 

provides the dynamic quality of success-
ful urban places.7 
The street, the pavement and the yard can 
all serve as meeting places. A place can be 
as small as the node where activities meet. 
Street corners are places used for activities 
such as lunch breaks, vending or just to 
dwell in. 

The street, though, is not generally such 
a place in itself; it is directed horizon-
tal space. When a street is transformed 
into a centre, where people stay without 
having a certain direction, it becomes a 
non-directed horizontal space and thus a 
place.8 

The streets of Korogocho contain both 
directed and non-directed space and 
thereby become places for spontaneous 
meetings and social interactions. The 
street creates opportunities to reside in 
public.9

STREETS AS PUBLIC SPACE

Public spaces are spaces of sociability. 
Spaces such as streets, street corners and 
empty lots provide a stage for economic, 
social and political activities – public 
spaces in this sense are social spaces.10 It 
is debatable whether the physical form 
and location of public spaces influences 
the public’s perceptions and whether  
they can create social interaction.11 But 
through social actions streets are made 
public.12
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It can be assumed that public space is the 
space for public actions13 but also provides 
the opportunity for people to perform private 
as well as civic roles.14 This means that public 
space is multi-functional and, by implica-
tion, this allows for questions about public 
and private space and about the nature of 
publicity.15 

As the streets act as one of the few open 
public spaces in Korogocho this is one of 
the few situations where the private and the 
public activities meet and form the public 
space; the street is a space to move through 
and a place to be in.16 Today, public spaces are 
designed to feature necessary activities; due to 
this, optional and spontaneous activities are 
washed away.17

In most slums, open spaces are limited and 
this indicates that community members meet 
or socialize along the streets due to a lack of 
other alternatives.18 A vast part of the social 
life takes place in the streets thus open public 
spaces are vital for spontaneous social meetings 
and contacts between neighbours and stran-
gers.19 To create a safe and vibrant street life, the 
streets have to act as public space that nurtures 
spontaneous, optional and necessary activi-
ties.20 The street is the basis for our experience 
of cities21; in Korogocho the streets have mixed 
uses and support the making of public spaces.

STREETS AND DEMOCRACY

“Until the urban poor are given an adequate 
voice to challenge underlying perceptions of the 
role of public space and its position in the cultural 
and economic agenda of cities, exclusion will 
remain the dominant policy response.” (Brown, 
A. (2006). Contested Space. Street trading, 
public space, and livelihoods in developing cities. 
Rugby: ITDG. p. 26, p. 26)

As mentioned, public spaces are often appro-
priated spaces that are transformed and then 
defended. In the process of taking a new space, 
democratic sociability can be created and a 

new kind of public sphere is possible.22 To 
be in and to be seen in the public space can 
in itself be seen as a statement; it is a way to 
represent oneself to a larger audience and it is 

important in terms of appropriating a space.23 
Due to a lack of open urban spaces in slums, 

streets are often the only public space avail-

able24 and in this sense they are essential to the 
functioning of democracy. Streets facilitate the 
representation of organizations and individu-
als who impact upon the public. Those who 
have an interest in transforming the current 
society should therefore see the right of the 
public to the street as a question of influence 

and democracy.25
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STREETS IN SLUMS
STREETS FOR SAFETY AND SECURITY

Slums are often perceived by outsiders, as 
well as slum dwellers themselves, as unsafe 

and insecure.26 As slums seem to lack a clear 
form and structure, one which can provide the 
basis for feelings of safety and security, they 
are often experienced as threatening environ-
ments to the majority of people who dwell 

outside of them.27 The recognition and orien-
tation in our surrounding is crucial; when we 
feel lost we feel apprehensive and with disori-

entation comes fear.28

Streets can be vital elements in providing 
a sense of orientation in an area. Paths with 
clear and well-known origins and destinations 
have stronger identities and help tie an area 
together.29 To add orientation and overview 
to an area generates an experienced feeling of 
security for both dwellers within and outside 
the area. 

Building streets to improve access into and 
within slums has been proven to enhance 
safety and reduce fear of crime. Access to the 
rest of the city in combination with easier 
orientation can increase the number of people 
from outside who enter a slum area. Thus 
raising the level of activity and bridging the 
socio-spatial gap with the rest of the city.30 

In highly unequal societies, levels of violence 
and crime are high.31 Social cohesion can 
reduce social inequalities and exclusion, and 
bridge the gap of urban segregation. Slum 
dwellers and the urban poor face a particularly 

acute risk of crime and violence. Often, they 
rank either among the prime victims of urban 
crime or the common perpetrators. It is not an 
issue of poverty but rather of the gap between 
social groups and neighbourhoods that could 
cause frustration that influences the level of 
crime.32 

A prerequisite for the situation in a slum 
to improve is when a slum becomes lively 
enough to promote and enjoy public life. The 
wish to reside in a slum is influenced by physi-
cal factors in the neighbourhood. The valued 
security of one’s home, in part, is a literal secu-
rity from physical fear.

Experience has shown that slums where 
the streets are empty and where residents are 
unsafe are less likely to improve spontane-
ously.33 Streets that gather the movement 
and activity of people provide a high degree 
of natural surveillance where the presence of 
other people generates self-policing.34

The feeling of trespassing on someone else’s 
territory is highly connected with built struc-
ture, safety and activities. If there are no public 
activities in an area then a visitor might experi-
ence uncertainty and trespassing.35 

How cities are structured can affect inci-
vilities. Cities that have attractive and lively 
public spaces and streets life combined with 
little segregation experience higher level of 
security.36

According to the safety audit conducted in 
Korogocho before the street upgrading took 
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place, many crime hotspots were located 
around street crossings and along thorough-

fares.37 Adequate streetlights, streets and 
community facilities have been shown to have 
a direct effect on the perceived safety and 

security.38 There is a difference between actual 
safety and perceived safety. The perceived 
security is related to public space; if people 
feel safe in the public space there are better 
opportunities for that area to improve, which 

in turn increases safety.39

STREETS FOR ECONOMIC PROSPERITY

Streets are corridors for the movement of 
people, vehicles and goods that support the 
urban economy. Millions of livelihoods in 
cities of the global south are dependent on 
the street space.

In most urban centres a range of activities 
take place in and around the street: vend-
ing, hawking, services such as shoe mending, 
handicrafts, metalwork and also transpor-
tation. In addition, urban street vending 
supports a complex and largely hidden econ-
omy of suppliers, money-lenders, landlords, 
importers and exporters. The informal street 
economy is often largely unrecognized by 
urban authorities and dismissed as surviv-
alist, chaotic and peripheral even though it 
employs many people. In developing coun-
tries street vendors are a key element of the 
urban economy where each layer in the hier-
archy gains economic advantage.

The street economy is a wide concept that 
embraces all the commercial and business 
activities that to some extent profits from the 
street. The street economy includes profitable 
enterprises, which can be a stepping-stone to 
secure work.40

As stated above, the actual construction 
of streets in slums can provide an immedi-
ate economic boost if a local work force is 
utilized. The increased access of outsiders 
to the area and better relationships with 
surrounding economies can also enhance the 
circulation of money in the area.41

THREATS TO VIBRANT STREETS

Many stakeholder interests claim city space. 
City authorities often seek to organize space 
and ‘make the city beautiful’; traffic police 
want to improve circulation and investors seek 
a stable environment free of chaos.

The dominant ideology of municipal guide-
lines in the south is highly influenced by 
northern city management policies. Concepts 
of aesthetics and public order lead to a desire 
to ´tidy´ and ´control´ public space. Streets 
located in areas with high levels of compet-
ing interests and busy flows of people are 
more frequently the focus of conflict. This 
is a dilemma as locations with busy pedes-
trian flows are key sites for street vending.42 
When one interest grows overwhelming it can 
cause over-crowding, traffic problems, public 
health dangers and petty crime such as pick 
pocketing.43

Authority’s response of to conflict is often 
the removal of unconventional street uses 
like roller skating, cultural events or informal 
vending. Attempts to control street life can 
have drastic effects both on economy and the 
level of activity in and around the street.44 As 
stated above, streets with a high level of activity 
generate more and new activities and are often 
viewed as safer than uninhabited streets.45 The 
street is the most visible place where police 
exert authority with a mandate for territorial 
control.46 However, police can never achieve 
complete street sovereignty because they do 
not control the social- and gender dynamics 
that has an effect on the street life.47

Access to street life is affected by culture. 
Usually it is the culture of the group with most 
resources and influence that dominates space, 
culturally-controlled environments where 
privatizing and commercializing takes over the 
space, which leads to the exclusion of other 

activities.48 Any built environment does not 
wholly determine how people interact but it 
does constrain the range of interaction possi-
ble. Culture and power in urban design can 
result in the inclusion and exclusion of certain 

groups from urban society and urban space.49
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STREETS AS AN ENTRYPOINT TO SLUM 
UPGRADING
UN-Habitat recently introduced a shift in the 
discourse of slum upgrading towards a ‘street-
led approach’.50 The approach is based on 
streets as fundamental in urban development 
in general, and in the regeneration of slums in 
particular. Streets are dealt with as the social 
place of identity and citizenship formation. 
When streets connect with the overall city 
infrastructure they can function as a cross-
cutting element for a broad improvement of 
quality in life in the slums. 

UN-Habitat advocates for a move towards 
the opening of streets in slums as a strategic 
intervention for citywide slum upgrading. 
Participation and slum-dweller ownership of 
the process is key in order to increase confi-
dence, citizenship rights and obligations 
among residents. This is believed to support 
the self-improvement of the economic and 
physical conditions in slums.

Importantly, streets are looked upon not 
only as the physical entity for mobility and 
accessibility but also as the public realm that 
articulates and promotes social, cultural and 
economic activities. Streets give space a name, 

facilitating a gradual regularization and secu-
rity of tenure. Streets promote connectivity 
and, through the establishment of street 
addresses and virtual maps, an improved 
access to services and infrastructure as well as 
providing security through the implementa-
tion of streetlights and increased interaction.51

The opening of streets claims space. It must 
be recognized that social networks are a vast 
part of the social capital in slum areas. To keep 
livelihoods intact, governments must ensure 
availability of land and housing for the reset-
tlement of households required to make way 
for streets in case there is no possible alterna-
tive within the settlement. The proximity and 
connectivity to a new housing location is vital 
in order to prevent the disruption of social 
networks and residents’ livelihoods. 

Finally, a street-led approach to slum 
upgrading must be contextual and treat every 
case in its own terms. Conditions for a success-
ful integration of each individual area must be 
created in relation to its surrounding urban 
fabric and to the city as a whole.52
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THE KOROGOCHO STREET UPGRADING PROJECT

Th
e role of streets

The Street Upgrading Project was executed as 
an activity within the framework of the larger 
Korogocho Slum Upgrading Programme. 
The programme wanted to implement some 
initial physical changes while advancing on 
the community mobilization and trust build-
ing, as the preparation of the situation analysis 
was being finalized. Attempts to upgrade the 
area had been done before but failed and this 
was reason for a quick physical implementa-
tion. The streets were implemented as quick 
win projects before the planning was done 
because planning had to await enumeration 
and a socio-economic survey.53

The selection of streets as an infrastruc-
ture intervention was based on the priorities 
identified by the residents’ committee during 
the numerous consultations and particularly 
at the training workshop in August 2008. 
During this workshop, the main priorities 
were stated as drainage systems, streetlights 
and access roads. Consequently, the upgrading 
of the streets in the community was identified 
as a project that would help to establish the 
residents’ confidence in the overall upgrad-
ing programme. The motivation was to do 
a project that, covering the whole area and 
reaching all villages, would make the entire 
community feel beneficial.54

The infrastructure improvement of the 
streets aimed at integrating Korogocho with 
other parts of Nairobi, improving accessibil-
ity and connectivity to both a larger context 
and also to neighbouring estates, as well as 
developing security through increasing busi-
ness opportunities and street lighting. The 
project was envisioned to improve the image 
of the area and bring a sense of pride among 
the residents. Furthermore, the streets were 
thought to open up the area for development, 
facilitate planning and security of tenure 
provision, together with acting as a testing 
ground in terms of community acceptance of 
the programme.55

The street upgrading project includes four 
streets: Kamunde Road, Market Road, 
Community Lane and Mama Ngendo Road. 
They cover a total distance of 3.64 kilometres56 
and were prioritized on the basis that they 
did not require much relocation and ensured 
circulation in all eight villages.57

Several people from different institutions 
were involved in the project and created a 
technical team58:

Resident Engineer (County Council 
Nairobi)
Project Surveyor (Ministry of local 
Government)
Project Quantity Surveyor, (Ministry of 
Local Government)
Project Engineer (Ministry of Local 
Government)
2 Chainsmen (casuals)
Draughtsman(County Council Nairobi)
Driver (casual)
Community Liaison (3 members of the 
Residents Committee – Chairman, Secre-
tary and Treasurer)

The project was monitored directly by 
the technical team, and monitored in addi-
tion by the KSUP Programme Manager and 
Programme Coordinator from the Programme 
Management Unit (PMU), located within the 
Ministry of Local Government,  as well as by 
the donor (the Italian Cooperation) through 
the Programme officer.59

The Project Surveyor, the Project Quan-
tity Surveyor and the community, through 
the Residents’ Committee, did a pre-study of 
the streets to ascertain the road reserve, the 
number of structures to be demolished as a 
result of the expansion of the road, the terrain 
and geology and the amount of benefit the 
project would bring to the community. The 
layout of the streets was developed according 
to the mapped village boundaries.60
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*Planned length, road reserve and priority of the streets. 63

The Project Surveyor and Resident Engineer 
from the Ministry of Local Government and 
the City Council of Nairobi did the techni-
cal design, including the width of the street, 
drains, curves, and footpaths. They were also 
responsible for assuring that the agreed stand-
ard for the design was followed and were 
assisted by the chainsmen who were available 
daily throughout the construction period. 
The Engineer gave the contractor instruc-
tions on what works should be done. He was 
in charge of all the overall management of the 
project and did the official communication to 
the contractor through written correspond-
ence. He called for regular meetings and site 
inspection to ascertain the progress of the 
project attended by the technical team, the 
Programme Manager, the contractor and the 
Programme Officer from the donor.61

The Project Quantity Surveyor did the 
Bills of Quantity and the estimates. These 
were then tendered by advertisement in the 
national newspapers, opening of tenders, 
evaluation and award of tenders. The total 
cost for the Street Upgrading Project was KES 
141 million. As it is part of the Korogocho 
Slum Upgrading Programme it is financed by 
the Government of Italy, through the Italian 
cooperation, and the Government of Kenya.62

In August 2009, the contract for construct-
ing the streets was handed over during a public 
event at the chief ’s camp. In Kenya, contrac-
tors are selected through a competitive bidding 
process governed by the Procurement Act. The 

event acted to make the construction official, 
which sensitized those whose housing struc-
tures would be affected by the construction of 
the streets to the reliability of the project.64

The street upgrading project has been 
undergoing different phases. The Residents’ 
Committee supervised the removal of the 
encroaching structures facilitating the process 
of relocation.65 The project hired local labour to 
the largest extent possible in the construction 
process, which provided occasional employ-
ment for several youths.66 As the project was 
a quick win project the public was represented 
by one representative from each village.67

Kamunde Road, leading from northeast to 
southwest and connecting Kariobangi area to 
the two primary schools, was started in the 
beginning of 2010 followed by Market Road, 
which passes the Market in the southwest of 
Korogocho. The construction of Community 
Lane, leading through Grogan area towards 
the primary schools, and Mama Ngendo 
Road, connecting Korogocho to Dandora 
dumping site by a new footbridge, was started 
in June/July of 2010. 

Layout Design: The Engineer from the 
City Council of Nairobi.
Technical Design: The Programme 
Surveyor and the Engineer from the 
Ministry of Local Government and the 
City Council of Nairobi.
Financer: Government of Italy and the 
Government of Kenya. 

STREET LENGHT (km) ROAD RESERVE (m) PRIORITY

Kamunde Road 1,64 18 A

Market Road 0,9 18 B

Community 
Road

0,75 12 C

Mama Ngendo 
Road

0,39 12 D
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THE STREET PROJECT PROCESS 

2008 August – Workshop.  The Residents’ Committee was asked to identify the 
main priority projects that could be done as they await 
other soft based activities like enumeration of residents, 
socio-economic survey, planning and security of tenure. 
The main problems identified by the representatives were 
poor access roads, drainages, streetlights and water and 
sewerage system. It was agreed that since by rehabilitat-
ing the main streets all the villages would benefit, it was 
the best project to settle down on. Drainage and street-
lights could be resolved as part of the road construction.

2009  A layout design was created by the Resident Engineer from 
the City Council of Nairobi. The Programme Surveyor and 
the Engineer from the Ministry of Local Government and 
the City Council of Nairobi created the technical design.

2009 August The contract was handed over to the constructor. 

2010  The construction of Kamunde Road started.

2010  The construction of Market Road started.

2010 June/July The construction of Community Lane and Mama Ngendo 
Road started.
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Korogocho is community. It is smiling faces, people coming together in fight-
ing hardships. Korogocho is poverty, crime and fear. Korogocho is becoming 
pregnant too early, alcoholism and mistrust. Korogocho is not giving up. It is 
dreaming, love and children playing. It is driving your motorcycle really fast 
and feeling the wind in your hair. Korogocho is creativity. Korogocho is fun! 
It is rollerskating down the streets, dancing and music. Korogocho is three 
paved streets. The following chapter is about the impact these streets have on 
everything that is Korogocho. 
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