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ment in the context of housing and improved living standards.
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Preface

The premise of this book is that the underlying assumption of previous
affordable housing schemes that rural communities have limited or no
affordability, is fundamentally flawed. A completely new approach is neces-
sary to accurately assess community affordability, understand potentials and
design affordable housing that has the potential to not just meet but to
exceed community expectations by upgrading their living standards. Based
on the analysis of survey data collected from 37 rural villages (spanning over
2000 households) in Assam, India, it is evident that there is a clear disparity
between public housing schemes and public aspirations for affordable
housing. Such research-based evidence forms a solid basis for stimulating
an educated argument on the core topic of affordability and affordable
housing in this book.

Currently, in the Smart Villages Lab at the University of Melbourne, the
authors are undertaking empirical research to develop new knowledge and
theories with a particular focus on rural planning, housing, infrastructure
and governance. The aim of the research is to create new knowledge and
support public policies focusing on eradicating poverty in emerging econo-
mies such as India. Rapid development programmes that target rural popu-
lation require an in-depth investigation of public policies and their
underlying governance mechanisms that result in effective delivery of
affordable housing and associated services. Over the past few decades, many
grand schemes to develop affordable housing for rural development have
failed to produce expected outcomes. Traditional top down housing solu-
tions, laden with public policies have increased the gap between rural and
urban communities across numerous fronts. The Smart Villages research,
initiated from a project funded by the State Government of Assam, is
centred on fundamental improvements in rural infrastructure, local skills
and knowledge required for rural development. Researching into this area of
critical need, the authors co-authored a first book Planning, Housing and
Infrastructure for Smart Villages, Routledge, UK (2019).

Housing and infrastructure provision is one of the key areas of disparity
between urban and rural communities. The Smart Villages lab’s research
provides a unique opportunity for improving rural housing policy by



incorporating culture and community at the core of decision-making. By
undertaking the fieldwork in this research, a series of intellectual enquiries have
been initiated based on accurate representation of the individual households
with a comprehensive set of socio-economic data. These enquiries provided a
solid basis for formulating new policies on affordable housing from the
perspective of the house owners. Highlighting the underlying knowledge and
processes around creation of community housing in a global context, the book
provides a good basis for comparing and contrasting the opinions of rural
residents with expert viewpoints, bringing an insightful debate on affordability
and affordable rural housing that will appeal to a global audience.

Preface xi
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1 Introduction

Rural villages were once synonymous with self-sufficient agricultural
communities. Lack of electricity and telecommunications links saw these
communities essentially cut off from the rest of world. The local archi-
tecture in these areas reflected this self-sufficiency and isolation as houses
were built by members of the local community, from locally sourced
materials, with design features that had evolved in response to the local climate
and culture. In more recent decades, the industrialisation of agriculture has
created larger farms with fewer employees as many labour jobs are replaced
with technology. These production processes are very cost-effective meaning
these farms can charge lower prices for their produce. Thus, small-holder farms
are unable to compete in the market place and can no longer generate sufficient
income from agricultural activities. Similarly, the number of labour positions
available on larger farms are declining. Waves of young able-bodied citizens are
migrating to urban areas in search of better opportunities leaving rural com-
munities with high proportions of elderly residents and small-holder farms
growing food for their own sustenance but not generating any income. While
rural communities are still cut-off due to poor infrastructure they are becoming
more dependent on external resources for survival. The increase in access to
media has also influenced once isolated rural communities by providing a
window into how other people live. This has altered their expectations,
leading to a preference for “urban” lifestyles.

The concept of a “Smart Village” has evolved in response to this changing
nature of rural areas. This would see the transformation of these struggling
communities into thriving, self-sufficient ones. At the heart of the Smart Vil-
lage concept is the creation of income generating opportunities, to help attract
young people back to these areas, coupled with the enhancement of local skill
level to reduce their dependence on external resources. For example, provid-
ing a microgrid for the generation of electricity would bring the benefits of
electrification without the risk of blackouts accompanied by connection to the
national grid. Training members of the local community to perform repairs
and maintenance on the system would ensure that it remains in good working
order without the need for external support. Increased electrification would
go hand in hand with improved telecommunications access, bringing rural



villages a world of information and enhancing income generation potential.
Small businesses will gain information that could help enhance the quality and
quantity of their production. For example, farmers could learn ways to
improve their crop yields. The internet also provides isolated communities
with a way to source better supplies and increase their customer base. How-
ever, perhaps the most important part of enhancing people’s lives is providing
them with an affordable, comfortable, functional and safe place to live in.

For most people worldwide, the cost of accommodation takes up the
greatest proportion of their income. Due to the vastly unequal distribution
of incomes, people with vastly different financial resources are competing in
the same housing market. As a result, poorer people are often forced to
either live in appalling conditions or move to afford their accommodation.
This destroys the socio-economic diversity of communities creating
concentrated pockets of cheap low-quality housing. These areas are unde-
sirable both as a place to live and a place to visit. Thus, it will be difficult for
businesses to thrive, meaning they are more likely to move their premises to
a different area. This has the doubly negative impact of moving jobs away
from potential employees and moving services away from residents in areas
with poor housing (Whitehead, 2007).

Providing appropriate affordable housing in diverse communities will be a
key component of transforming decrepit rural areas into Smart Villages. To
do this, the provision of housing must go beyond the basic concept of a
“roof over the head” to embrace a range of features that could lead to the
improvement of livelihoods. These concepts are summarised in Figure 1.1.

Locality and
local

settings

Housing for
Smart Villages

Costs and
affordability

Resilience

Culture,
value and

family setup

Climatic
conditions

Local
resources

Aesthetic
appearance

Security and
safety

Figure 1.1 Factors associated with affordable housing in Smart Villages
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As can be seen, costs and affordability only make up one of the factors for
consideration. It is also important to consider:

Location and local settings, understanding whether the house is located in
close proximity to essential services, employment opportunities.

The culture, value and family setup are also important. The use of a house
goes beyond simply a place to sleep, also providing a place for children to
play and study, a work space for small businesses, and a place for entertaining
guests. Households with strong religious beliefs often also require spatial
layouts that allow them to practise rituals.

The local climatic conditions should also be factored into the house
design. Vernacular architecture in most regions has evolved in response to
the local climate (Zhai and Previtali, 2010). Thus, housing in warmer climates
retains coolness during the daytime and cools down quickly in the evening,
while in cooler climates housing is designed to retain heat. Modern archi-
tecture often fails to capture this climatic responsiveness meaning either the
interior space will be uncomfortable or that households will be required to
spend money on heating and cooling their internal space.

One of the most significant costs of rural housing is the construction and
therefore, reducing costs is important for achieving affordability. Reducing
construction costs is often considered a reduction in quality, however, there
are ways to avoid this compromise. Relying on local resources in terms of
both building materials and labour could help make housing more cost-
effective, while also increasing local employment opportunities.

In many cultures a home is a place for entertaining guests and thus it is
important that the aesthetic appearance of the house is something to be
proud of. Many people feel their house is an important status symbol and
will have direct bearing the way they are perceived by other members of
their community. Ensuring a pleasing aesthetic while still using low-cost
materials is an important challenge.

Poorly built houses are not just unpleasant but can also be dangerous to
live in. People have the right to feel safe in their own home, therefore,
reducing costs should not compromise on quality.

Perhaps the most important part of making a house affordable is ensuring
longevity. While it may be possible to build a relatively cheap, aesthetically
pleasing house, it cannot be considered affordable if it is severely damaged
during storms or other disasters. This is particularly the case for regions
where such occurrences are frequent. There is some evidence that the
intensity of natural disasters is increasing due to climate change, and that this
scary trend is projected to continue, therefore ensuring houses are resilient
to any natural disasters projected to impact a region is also an essential
consideration.

This book will describe the importance of incorporating all these factors into
affordable house designs, and ways that these can be achieved. It draws on evi-
dence from previous affordable housing schemes and their successes and fail-
ures in the following structure.
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Rural communities have typically been associated with agriculture and
traditional lifestyles. However, in the face of an increasingly globalised world
and increasingly industrialised agriculture the nature of rural communities is
changing. Chapter 2 describes some of the new types of rural communities
that are emerging in the modern world.

The changing face of rural communities is visible in the alteration of rural
architecture. Traditional vernacular housing designs typified by locally sourced
building materials are being replaced with modern brick and concrete houses.
While there are some benefits to modernisation, vernacular designs evolved in
response to the location’s climate and culture and so have some features that
are more appropriate. Their use of locally sourced renewable building materials
also makes them superior in the emerging need to embrace sustainability into
the construction of buildings. In Chapter 3 we explore some of the design fea-
tures of vernacular structures that are superior to modern designs due to their
climatic responsiveness and cultural significance.

Nearly every region in the world appears to be experiencing housing
shortages these days. Thus, people everywhere are struggling to afford
accommodation. As a result, many are either finding themselves cutting back
on other basic essentials to cover their accommodation costs, living in
squalid or overcrowded conditions, or living in an inconvenient location.
Countries are often judged by the state of their housing; thus, governments
are struggling to respond to this ever-increasing problem. In Chapter 4 we
look at different definitions of affordable housing and discuss the importance
of going beyond monetary considerations to incorporate adequacy and
availability. We then look at a range of specific affordable housing initiatives
incorporating both government and non-governmental case studies, and
their successes and failures.

The house in itself is not the only factor affecting affordability. The loca-
tion of the house is also an important consideration. Convenient access to
employment opportunities and essential services will impact on a family’s
quality of life and can either be hindered or enhanced by the location of
their accommodation. For many families a house is not just a place to sleep
in but is a place to perform many daily activities including work, study and
socialising. The ability to perform all these activities will be affected by the
layout of the house and its surrounding landscape, impacting both cost of
living and quality of life. In Chapter 5 we explore different ways affordability
can be impacted by the location and layout of a house.

The obvious solution to the chronic global housing shortage is to
construct more houses. While this sounds simple enough, there are two
challenges to achieving this. Firstly, finding suitable land to build on and
granting citizens tenure over this land. Secondly, the actual construction,
which entails the costs of building materials and labour. Both of these can be
difficult to access in rural communities, increasing their costs compared to
urban areas. Reducing construction costs is often considered synonymous
with compromising on quality. However, by embracing vernacular design
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features and using a mixture of traditional and modern building materials cost-
efficient quality housing could be achieved. In Chapter 6 we describe in detail
different issues relating to land tenure and present a range of construction
options that could significantly decrease the overall costs of housing, without
compromising on quality.

As part of the research for this book the authors visited a remote rural
region of India and met with locals to find out about their housing and their
feelings about their homes. Some of these people were living in houses that
had been built by the government under the “housing for all” initiative,
while others were self-built. Chapter 7 summarises the results of this field
study along with discussion around the suitability of government-funded
housing provision.

One criticism of vernacular houses is the perception that they are flimsy
and will collapse easily in extreme conditions. However, others believe the
reverse to be true. Vernacular housing was designed to cope with local con-
ditions, including the natural disasters that frequent some regions. In Chapter
8 we look at the impact that some of the worst disasters in recent history have
had on housing in rural communities, including earthquakes, tsunamis,
cyclones, floods, droughts, fires and conflict.

Architects and engineers have developed design features specifically to
increase the resilience of housing to these natural disasters. Some vernacular
features have also been designed in response to natural disasters, in areas
where these are a frequent occurrence. In Chapter 9 we describe some of
these specific features pertaining to the different types of disasters that occur
frequently in some regions. We compare modern and vernacular features in
determining which of these is most effective at ensuring resilience while still
ensuring house construction is affordable for rural citizens. Thus, we look at
ways of making rural housing that is both resilient and affordable.

References

Whitehead, C. M. E. (2007). Planning policies and affordable housing: England as a
successful case study? Housing Studies, 22(1), 25–44.

Zhai, Z. J., and Previtali, J. M. (2010). Ancient vernacular architecture: Characteristics
categorization and energy performance evaluation. Energy and Buildings, 42, 357–365.
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ing and climate change-related disasters: A study on architectural typology and
practice. Procedia Engineering, 165, 869–875.

Ayers, J., and Forsyth, T. (2009). Community-based adaptation to climate change.
Environment: Science and Policy for Sustainable Development, 51(4), 22–31.

Bedau, M. A., Durodie, B., Parke, E. C., Bennett, G., Caplan, A. L., Cranor, C. F., …
Zoloth, L. (2009). The ethics of protocells: Moral and social implications of creating life
in the laboratory. Boston, MA: MIT Press.

Church, J. A., Clark, P. U., Cazenave, A., Gregory, J. M., Jevrejeva, S., Levermann,
A., … Unnikrishnan, A. S. (2013). Sea level change. In T. F. Stocker, D. Qin, G.-
K. Plattner, M. Tignor, S. K. Allen, J. Boschung, A. Nauels, Y. Xia, V. Bex, and P.
M. Midgley (eds), Climate Change 2013: The physical science basis. Contribution of
Working Group I to the Fifth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Cli-
mate Change. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

The Conversation. (2015). Rebuilding a safer and stronger Vanuatu after cyclone
Pam. Retrieved from https://theconversation.com/rebuilding-a-safer-and-stron
ger-vanuatu-after-cyclone-pam-42181

Cromley, E. (2008). Cultural embeddedness in vernacular architecture. Building
Research and Information, 36(3), 301–304.

Dobraszczyk, P. (2017). Sunken cities: Climate change, urban futures and the imagi-
nation of submergence. International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, 868–
887. doi:10:1111/1468-2427.12510

EcoLogic Development Fund. (2019). Slash and burn agriculture. Retrieved from
www.ecologic.org/actions-issues/challenges/slash-burn-agriculture/

Forbes, C. (2018). Rebuilding Nepal: Traditional and modern approaches, building or
diminishing resilience? International Journal of Disaster Resilience, 9(3), 218–229.

Frantz, C. (2019). The great 1906 San Francisco earthquake. Retrieved from www.
infoplease.com/world/disasters/earthquakes/great-1906-san-francisco-earthquake

Herman, K., Sbarcea, M., and Panagopoulos, T. (2018). Creating green space sus-
tainability through low-budget and upcycling strategies. Sustainability, 10(1857).
doi:10.3390/su10061857.

Jorquera, N., Misseri, G., Palazzi, N., Rovero, L., and Tonietti, U. (2017). Structural
characterization and seismic performance of San Francisco Church, the most
ancient monument in Santiago, Chile. International Journal of Architectural Heritage,
11(8), 1061–1085.

Kasapoglu, K. E. (1989). Earthquake resistant brick design. In O. Ural and L. D. Shen
(eds), Affordable housing: A challenge for civil engineers. New York: American
Society of Civil Engineers.

http://www.worldbank.org/
http://www.worldbank.org/
https://theconversation.com/
http://www.ecologic.org/
http://www.infoplease.com/
https://theconversation.com/
http://www.worldbank.org/
http://www.worldbank.org/
http://www.worldbank.org/
http://www.infoplease.com/


Kaushik, H., and Babu, K. S. R. (2009). Housing report: Assam-type house. In World
Housing Encyclopedia. Oakland, CA: Earthquake Engineering Research Institute.

Lefale, P. F., Diamond, H. J., and Anderson, C. L. (2018). Effects of climate change
on extreme events relevant to the Pacific Islands. Science Review, 50–73.

Master, B. (Director) (2017). 50 years ago, this was a wasteland. He changed every-
thing. YouTube: NationalGeographic. Retrieved from www.youtube.com/watch?
v=ZSPkcpGmflE

National Geographic. (2019). Tsunamis 101. Retrieved from www.nationalgeographic.
com/environment/natural-disasters/tsunamis/

Puspitasari, P., Kadri, T., Indartoyo, I., and Kusumawati, L. (2018). Microclimate and
architectural tectonic: Vernacular floating house resilience in Seberang Ulu 1,
Palembang. Earth and Environmental Science, 106 (The 4th International Seminar
on Sustainable Urban Development).

Rao, K. J., Keerthi, K., and Vasam, S. (2018). Acid resistance of quaternary blended
recycled aggregate concrete. Case Studies in Construction Materials, 8, 423–433.

Roach, M. (1996). The bamboo solution. Discover. Retrieved from http://discoverma
gazine.com/1996/jun/thebamboosolutio784

Solomons, M. (2016). Nev houses: Designer Nev Hyman creating flat-pack, cyclone-
proof housing for vulnerable Pacific nations. Retrieved from www.abc.net.au/
news/2016-04-19/nev-houses-surfboard-designer-flat-pack-cyclone-proof-housing/
7335324

Stanley, D., and Seng, C. (2013). Tsunami resilience: Multi-level institutional
arrangements, architectures and system of governance for disaster risk prepared-
ness in Indonesia. Environmental Science and Policy, 29, 57–70.

United Nations. (2019). Goal 7: Affordable and clean energy. Sustainable Development
Goals. Retrieved from www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/energy/

United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change. (2019). What is the
Paris agreement? Retrieved from https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-a
greement/what-is-the-paris-agreement

Vrolijks, L. (1998). Disaster resistant housing in Pacific Island countries: A compendium of
safe low cost housing practices in Pacific Island countries. New York: UN Department
for Economic and Social Affairs.

Wikipedia. (2019). Biorock. Retrieved from https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Biorock
Zandvoort, M., Kooijmans, N., Kirshen, P., and van den Brink, A. (2019). Designing

with pathways: A spatial design approach for adaptive and sustainble landscapes.
Sustainability, 11(3), 565. doi:10.3390/su11030565

Environment Agency. (2017). Natural flood management – part of the nation’s flood
resilience. Retrieved from www.gov.uk/government/news/natural-flood-managem
ent-part-of-the-nations-flood-resilience.

Masters, B. (Director). (2017). 50 years ago, this was a wasteland. He changed every-
thing. National Geographic YouTube channel. Retrieved from www.youtube.com/
watch?v=ZSPkcpGmflE.

Doloi, H., Green, R., and Donovan, S. (2019). Planning, housing and infrastructure for
Smart Villages. Oxford: Routledge.

http://www.youtube.com/
http://www.nationalgeographic.com/
http://discovermagazine.com/
http://www.abc.net.au/
http://www.un.org/
https://unfccc.int/
https://en.wikipedia.org/
http://www.gov.uk/
http://www.youtube.com/
http://discovermagazine.com/
https://unfccc.int/
http://www.youtube.com/
http://www.nationalgeographic.com/
http://www.abc.net.au/
http://www.abc.net.au/
http://www.gov.uk/
http://www.youtube.com/

	Half Title
	Title Page
	Copyright Page
	Table of Contents
	List of figures
	List of tables
	List of boxes
	Preface
	Acknowledgements
	1. Introduction
	References

	References



