
Vol 8| Issue 2 | July 2022

Housing Challenges in African Cities

In collaboration with the Youth Cafe



IGLUS Quarterly | Vol 8 | Issue 2 | July 2022         2

ARTICLECONTENT

IGLUS.EPFL @IGLUSEPFL company/iglus INNOVATIVE GOVERNANCE 
OF LARGE URBAN SYSTEMS

IGLUS Quarterly | Published four times a year, IGLUS Quarterly contains information 
about Governance, Innovation and Performance of  Cities in general. It provides original 
analysis, information and opinions on current issues. The information and views set out 
in this publication are those of  the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the official 
opinion or views of  IGLUS/EPFL. The author(s) is solely responsible for the accuracy of  
the information presented and will be held liable for any potential copyright infringement.

ISSN | 2571-628X

Subscription | The subscription is free. Please do register at www.iglus.org to be alerted 
upon publication. 

Letters | We do publish letters from readers. Please include a full postal address and a 
reference to the article under discussion. The letter will be published along with the name 
of  the author and country of  residence. Send your letter (maximum 1000 words) to the 
editor-in-chief. Letters may be edited. 

Publication Director | Prof. Matthias Finger 

Publishing Manager | Umut Alkım Tuncer

Editor of This Issue | Numan Yanar and Cherie Enns

Designer of This Issue | Ozan Barış Süt

Image Credit for the Cover Page | Amani Nation (unsplash.com)

Publishers | IGLUS Program, EPFL Middle East, P. O. Box 35249, Ras Al Khaimah, 
U.A.E. (phone: +971 7 206 96 04; fax: +971 7 243 43 65)

Email | info@iglus.org Website |  www.iglus.org

3 Numan Yanar and Cherie Enns

Editorial

4 Priscila Izar
Innovative Approaches to Housing 
Production and Finance: Focusing on 
Community-Based Systems and 
Practices

13 Albert Nyiti and Mariam Genes
Dwindling of the Tanzanian Housing 
Sector: Role of the Swahili Language

18 Agnes Ruth Omollo
The Gift to Be Natured: Kenya’s Af-
fordable Housing Program

26 Willice Onyangok
Housing Ideation: The Youth Challenge 
and Response



IGLUS Quarterly | Vol 8 | Issue 2 | July 2022         3

AR
TI

CL
E

According to the report of the World Bank, rapid urbaniza-
tion and an increasing number of slum dwellers have created 
a severe housing issue in African cities. Capacity, policy and 
governance weaknesses coupled with a lack of interorgani-
zational collaboration for development solutions are halting 
progress in urban settings. In order to tackle these issues, new 
and focused approaches to affordable housing are required. 
Therefore, there is a need to re-examine current processes and 
policies to enable short-term and long-term solutions to in-
formal urban housing in African cities. By considering this, in 
this issue of IGLUS Quarterly having four unique articles, we 
will discuss the growing concern of providing equitable and 
accessible options for youth housing by also reviewing the 
current approaches, best practices and case studies currently 
being utilized with a focus in African cities within the urban 
realm. The perspectives shared in the articles will add value to 
what is currently published; very little published written by 
youth living in the global south. 

The first article comes from South Africa. Dr. Priscila Izar 
focuses on the innovative approaches to housing production 
and finance. She compares the housing sector to local ex-
periences of housing and neighborhood self-building (auto 
construction) in Brazil and Tanzania to examine the nature, 
social and material outcomes, and everyday lived experiences 
of housing struggles in relation to the urban poor. 

The second article examines  the Tanzania’s housing sector 
more extensively with a focus on the impact of Swahili lan-
guage. Albert Nyiti and Mariam Genes debate the mindsets 
and/or attitudes derived from the Swahili language that have 
formed the country’s public perception of what housing 
means. The paper starts out by pointing out the academic 
inadequacies in the current  local  knowledge already availa-
ble from the housing sector. It then includes interviews of 
professionals in the real estate and housing sectors as well as 
the citizens to see if one’s occupation or degree of education 
had an impact on their overall knowledge of the definition of 
housing.

The third article is from Nairobi.  Agnes Ruth Omollo ana-
lyzes the efforts made by the Kenya Government to ensure 
that its citizens have access to the fundamental constitutional 
rights. She further examines the Big Four Agenda Action Plan 

of Kenya Government, one of the most audacious projects in 
the history of the country, aiming to provide its citizens with 
affordable housing, which in turn is fostering employment 
and encouraging manufacturing.  She concludes the article 
by discussing the project’s present status and what has to still 
be done.

Last by not least,  in the fourth article, Willice Onyango 
explores the informal housing challenge in urban Kenya in 
the context of the younger generation between the age of 18 
- 34 years. The article first examines the housing ideation in 
Africa, then questions what kind of actions Kenyan govern-
ment is taking towards the informal settlement issue. The pa-
per continues by exploring youth-led ideas to solve this issue, 
as well as speculating on how the situation might change in 
the future.

We sincerely hope that you can enjoy this issue of IGLUS 
Quarterly. We invite you to join the discussion at iglus.org. 
If you feel there are innovative practices underway in your 
city/region and you would like to contribute to an upcoming 
edition of IGLUS Quarterly, we encourage you to contact us 
at umut.tuncer@iglus.org. You may also contact the editors 
of this issue through cherie.enns@ufv.ca and numanyanar@
hotmail.com.

The Editors of This Issue:  Dr. Numan Yanar and Dr. 
Cherie Enns

ARTICLEEDITORIAL
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Introduction1 

Worldwide, there is a crisis of housing affordability 
that affects, disproportionally, the urban poor (Galster 
and Lee, 2021). Brazil and Tanzania are affected by such 
a crisis, which unfolds locally in contextual ways (Rol-
nik 2017, Izar and Limbumba 2021). Despite signifi-
cant differences in geographic, historical and economic 
contexts, as well as in relation to land tenure regimes, 
there are similarities between Brazil and Tanzania when 

 1	  School of Architecture and Planning, University of the Witwatersrand, 
South Africa

considering (possible ways to achieve and/or increase) 
access by the urban poor to adequate and affordable 
housing. How can a comparative analysis help under-
stand this issue? Moreover, how can grounded analysis 
of community-based housing production contribute to 
these understandings? These are the inquiries that this 
article addresses.

Land and housing prices are on the rise globally, while 
wages have stagnated (Madden and Marcuse, 2016; 
Wetzstein, 2017).2 De-regulation, fiscal austerity and 

 2	  In the United States, between 2001 and 2014, real housing rent rose 
by 7 percent, while real household incomes fell by 9 percent (Joint Cen-

Innovative Approaches to Housing Production and 
Finance: Focusing on Community-Based Systems and 
Practices
Priscila Izar1

Abstract: In this brief article, I look at the housing sector in parallel to local experiences of housing and neighborhood self-building 
(autoconstruction) in Brazil and Tanzania. I argue that, despite significant differences, in both countries, low-income urban dwellers 
play a key role in the construction and maintenance of houses and neighborhoods that offer them shelter and livelihood protection. 
Often, the housing stock that low income urban dwellers build, within and outside organized community initiatives, represents a 
significant, if not the most important, source of housing provision for the urban poor in both countries. A new set of questions and 
grounded analytical methodologies can help elevate these important community roles and highlight innovative approaches from 
the ground up.
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the privatization of public assets and services have dis-
proportionately affected the urban poor in a negative 
way (Rolnik, 2017). As urban poverty increases and 
urban dwellers require more assistance from local and 
national authorities, governmental institutions limited 
in their technical and financial capacity by the outcomes 
of market-based policies and neoliberal ideology, fail to 
respond adequately to growing social needs (Galster and 
Lee, 2021). 

Housing supply and demand are elements of broader 
political economies of housing, where the political pow-
ers of property owners, public and private, are also of 
crucial importance (Ball, 1996). Currently, in a global 
scenario of growing integration between the commercial 
and residential real estate and the financial sectors, profit 
seeking interests of development actors from outside lo-
cal spheres can impact land use developments and prop-
erty prices (Aalbers, 2008). Hence, research and practice 
concerned with housing affordability and innovation 
should investigate the nature, social and material out-
comes and everyday lived experiences of housing strug-
gles, particularly in relation to the urban poor. 

Different Development Systems, Similar Policy Dis-
juncture in Brazil and Tanzania’s Housing Sectors

Research on housing innovations happening on the 
ground, particularly in the context of the Global South, 
can benefit from comparison of distinct realities (Robin-
son, 2022). Brazil and Tanzania are different in size, lo-
cation and development histories and conditions. How-
ever, in both countries, housing policy has favored the 
interests of profit seeking developers, public and private, 
and dedicated more public resources to the finance and/
or construction of housing to the middle- and high-in-
come classes than to the urban poor (Shimbo, 2010; 
Kironde, 2015). Meanwhile, through different modal-
ities of autoconstruction, low income dwellers them-
selves have helped house the urban poor and avoid an 
even larger housing crisis (Pasternak and D’Ottaviano, 
2014; Nguluma, 2003). 

ter for Housing Studies, 2015 in Madden and Marcuse, 2016, p. 40).

Tanzania and Brazil are characterized by different prop-
erty systems. In Tanzania, land ownership is vested in 
the central authority, for the benefit of its citizens. Nor-
matively, right of occupancy titles are granted to individ-
uals and organizations, on a temporary basis (Kironde, 
2006). In practice, land management is characterized by 
overlapping land management systems (Kombe, 1995). 
The formal system, based on the issuance of right of 
occupancy titles, represents only 30% of urban devel-
opment nationwide. Through informal systems, land is 
traded locally between individuals, with operations me-
diated by local authorities. Is it through the informal 
land system that most commercial and residential devel-
opments occur in Tanzania, particularly with regard to 
low income housing (Kombe, 2005). As much as 70% 
of the urban footprint in Dar es Salaam sits on non-sur-
veyed land, and 90% of the housing stock is financed 
by urban dwellers themselves through their own savings. 
Within the urban poor, 98% live in houses that they 
have gradually built (MLHHSD, 2018). Notably, the 
urban rights of urban residents are not extended to rent-
ers and rather limited to property owners.

A private property system rules land and land manage-
ment in Brazil. At the same time, thanks to grassroots 
pressure, the principle of the social function of land was 
enshrined in the country’s Constitution in 1988. Ac-
cording to this ruling, the collective welfare of local res-
idents must prevail over private interests in local devel-
opment decisions (Fernandes, 2007). In 2001, a federal 
benchmark - Federal Law 10,257, the City Statute, set 
the regulatory framework for the Federal Constitution’s 
urban chapter, with rules and mechanisms to be adopted 
at the local level for property to fulfill its social function, 
according to the right to the city principle. This principle 
guarantees urban dwellers’ rights to urban services and 
social and economic opportunities. Municipal authori-
ties are charged with land use regulations, according to 
municipal master plans that must be drawn and updat-
ed periodically. Meanwhile, local, state and national au-
thorities can design and implement housing programs, 
according to their technical and financial capacities. 

Hence both countries can be considered to have pro-
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gressive policy frameworks that recognize the right of all 
citizens, particularly the urban poor, to live in adequate 
housing and to have access to social and economic op-
portunities (i.e., education, employment, health care) 
that urban centers provide. However, these frameworks 
alone have not been able to guarantee provision of ade-
quate housing to all of those in need. In Brazil as well as 
in Tanzania, while the housing crisis affects, dispropor-
tionally, the poorest population, policies and programs 
that rely on the expansion of private property and land 
markets, or on the notion of increasing land value in 
order to trickle down resources towards social housing 
policy, have not benefited this group.

In Brazil, according to the João Pinheiro Foundation 
(2020), the national housing deficit for the period 2016-
2019 was estimated in 5.8 million homes, or 10.1% of 
the total housing stock. An estimated 83% of this deficit 
is in urban areas. Lack of housing disproportionately af-
fects the poor: about 72% of the housing demand falls 
within Brazil’s lowest income bracket (3 monthly min-
imum wages) up to U$660/month. In terms of house-
hold conditions, data from Brazil also indicates that 
housing needs are complex: for example, 2.4 million 
(42%) of the deficit represents more than one family 
sharing a home. Another 2.1 million (36%) relates to 
rent burden, or situations where housing costs are above 
30% of monthly household income. Finally, about 1.3 
million, or 23% relates to housing precariousness. The 
urban housing deficit, 83% of the total, is concentrated 
in metropolitan regions of state capitals and is related to 
housing cost and precariousness. The rural deficit con-
centrates in the northeast region and relates mostly to 
precariousness (João Pinheiro Foundation, 2020). 

In large Brazilian cities such as São Paulo, Rio de Janei-
ro and Recife, demand for housing by the urban poor 
relates to housing improvement and to the rent burden. 
Particularly in the historic CBD areas of these cities, or-
ganized social housing movements demand for the re-
furbishment of old and vacant residential and commer-
cial buildings and their conversion into social housing 
projects (José, 2010, Earle, 2012). However, starting in 
2009, the housing sector in Brazil was greatly affected 

by a national program which, during its first four years 
(2009 - 2012), allocated the equivalent of 35 billion dol-
lars (2012 value) to stimulate the development, primari-
ly by private companies, of over 3 million housing units 
across the country. Housing subsidies were also offered 
to households earning between 0 and 10 monthly min-
imum wages and divided into different brackets, with 
subsidy levels decreasing as income increased (Cardoso 
and Aragão, 2012). For the first time in the country’s 
history, national housing policy prioritized the needs of 
the population of lowest income (Eloy, 2013).3 Howev-
er, through massive flows of public capital in a relative-
ly short period and without capacity by the municipal 
governments to regulate over the new developments 
(Bonduki, 2008), the program stimulated urban sprawl 
(Sanfelici, 2013). Moreover, the consolidation of local, 
small and mid-size construction companies into large 
scale, private housing and commercial real estate devel-
opment conglomerates granted more political power to 
these groups (Fix, 2011). Property prices increased sig-
nificantly as a result, particularly in consolidated urban 
areas (Shimbo, 2013). This fueled political resistance by 
property owners and market rate developers to the grass-
roots demands for state support to the provision of social 
housing in central areas (Izar, 2018). 

In the years following the liberation from colonial rul-
ing (1961), the Tanzanian government sought to build 
a socialist society, locally described as Ujamaa, accord-
ing to the principles laid out in the Arusha Declaration 
(1967). As a regime Ujamaa was short lived. Structur-
al adjustment reforms and policies aiming at the ena-
bling of private markets were adopted, starting in 1986 
(Lugalla, 1987). Notably, from the perspective of urban 
and housing developments, national subsidies were no 
longer directed to public companies (Kironde, 1992). 
In fact, urbanization in Tanzania in the 1990s and early 
2000’s occurred in a context of debt crisis, poverty and 

 3	  This reality has already changed as, in 2016, a public spending ceiling 
established by Constitutional Amendment in Brazil significantly de-
creased public investment in the housing sector. Currently, such invest-
ments favor, once again, the middle- and high-income markets (Alves, 
2022).
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public resource starvation (Kombe, 1994). 

The national housing deficit in Tanzania in 2018 was 
calculated at 3 million and increasing at 200 thousand 
units each year. In monetary terms, the deficit is val-
ued at $180 billion, and rising by $12 billion/ year (Izar 
and Limbumba, 2020). Since the 1990’s the Tanzani-
an National Housing Corporation (NHC), the coun-
try’s largest housing provider, has been required to op-
erate according to corporate principles (Komu, 2011). 
Considering the national figures, NHC’s strategic plan 
in 2016 planned for the construction of a very small 
amount of housing units, 30,000 until 2025, with 40% 
dedicated to low income households, despite this group 
concentrating the country’s housing needs, and 95% of 
the population following into NHC’s own category for 
low income households, i.e., those earning less than the 
equivalent of US $ 430 in 2020 value (NHC, 2016). 

In fact, the largest program addressing low income 
housing in Tanzania can be considered the national 
land titling program, which aims at regularizing infor-
mal housing and commercial developments through the 
distribution of titles. However, by focusing strictly on 
homeownership (Campbell, 2013), without considera-
tion to the rights of renters who make up the majority of 
the urban poor (Ndezi, 2009), and prioritizing financial 
sustainability (Kironde, 2015), this program can also 
burden the low income population in need of affordable 
housing.

Urban and housing policy and frameworks that prior-
itize the needs and interests of the urban poor are crucial 
in Brazil and in Tanzania, to address historical inequal-
ities and contradictory policy outcomes. At the same 
time, it is important to recognize and to further explore 
the important role that low-income dwellers, individu-
ally and organized, play in the provision of low-income 
housing in both contexts. Caldeira (2017) defines au-
toconstruction as resident’s self-building of houses and 
neighborhoods through gradual and incremental social 
and material processes and transversal logics. Autocon-
struction, including low income urban dwellers’ appro-
priation of vacant spaces for housing solutions, enables 

access to housing to the urban poor in Brazil and in Tan-
zania, despite a lack of public (and private) sector sup-
port (Earle 2013, Izar, 2022). Given this situation, when 
considering possible innovations in housing policy and 
finance, it is important to ask questions and to develop 
methodologies that allow for an understanding of these 
models and practices of housing and neighborhood au-
toconstruction, as these happen on the ground. 

New Sets of Questions, New Research Lenses

Investigations about innovative approaches towards ad-
equate and affordable housing for the urban poor should 
seek to understand how housing is produced every day 
on the ground, and what are the lived experiences of 
autoconstruction (Karaman et al., 2020). Moreover, 
questions about the interests of policy makers and devel-
opers, their capacities and interests, should be formulat-
ed. Analysis should also consider this information com-
paratively, placing side by side policy assumptions and 
objectives with the needs of local populations and what 
they are producing on the ground (Streule et al., 2020). 

Housing affordability and access must be at the center of 
the analysis. It is important to understand what processes 
and practices are involved in housing and neighborhood 
autoconstruction, what types of financial mechanisms 
and also what types of relationships occur with govern-
ment authorities at different times that enable autocon-
struction to unfold over time (Maricato, 2009). Equal-
ly important is to understand how cultural and social 
norms and relationships help shape spaces and root the 
community locally, through notions of use (rather than 
exchange) value. New lenses are also required in order 
for these grounded understandings to emerge. Ground-
ed and collaborative learning practices that enable learn-
ing outside the boundaries of university classrooms and 
laboratories are important (Oldfield and Patel, 2016). 
The immersion of academic and professional researchers 
on territories of autoconstruction facilitates their under-
standing of local realities and transversal logics (Caldei-
ra, 2017). It helps challenge abstract, groundless notions 
of land use and housing development and planning.

Practical examples: evaluating a housing PPP in down-
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town São Paulo according to the needs and practices of 
the local low-income dwellers 

Izar (2018) and Izar (2021) evaluate whether and how 
a PPP for the construction of affordable housing – the 
first of such kind in Brazil, addresses the needs of the 
low-income population already living in downtown São 
Paulo, as the PPP model originally assumed. PPPs for 
urban interventions assume that the public sector lacks 
financial and/or technical capacity to build and main-
tain infrastructure, and to provide services, on its own. 
From an institutional perspective, PPPs aim at manag-
ing the risks of private investors to partner with the state 
in building and managing these provision systems.

The PPP Casa Paulista in the city of São Paulo, prom-
ised to increase access to housing, including to low in-
come dwellers living in the downtown area. Launched in 
2012, the program aimed at the construction of 20 thou-
sand new housing units to different income brackets. 
Downtown São Paulo is characterized by a large number 
of vacant properties, including multi-story apartment 
and commercial buildings. Historically, the organized 
social housing movement in the city has demanded the 
refurbishment and conversion of these vacant properties 
into social housing projects. Moreover, since 2004, the 
São Paulo Municipal Strategic Master Plan and Housing 
Plan facilitated such conversion by establishing a series 
of land use tools based on the principle of the social 
function of land, according to the Constitution and the 
City Statute. Notably, the Zones of Special Social In-
terest (ZEIS) prioritized construction of low-cost hous-
ing within certain perimeters of the city, including in 
the downtown area. In this area, the perimeters of the 
ZEIS districts were marked in consultation with the lo-
cal social housing movements, and covered areas with a 
prevalence of vacant buildings and buildings already oc-
cupied by the organized housing movement. Originally, 
the Casa Paulista PPP also covered ZEIS perimeters. 

The critical investigation describes how the PPP Casa 
Paulista fails to address the needs of the urban poor 
living in the city center, which is primarily for subsi-
dized rent (Gatti, 2015). The Casa Paulista PPP only 

offered housing units for commercialization, through 
subsidized housing mortgages, in accordance with the 
national policy framework at the time. Moreover, ac-
cording to state rules, housing mortgages were offered to 
an income bracket above that of the majority of low-in-
come dwellers renting in the city center. 4 According to 
a representative of the organized housing movement in 
São Paulo who was interviewed for the study, “the PPP 
Casa Paulista was not for them” (Izar, 2018).

By looking at the evolution of the PPP model, from 
its original proposition until the signing of the contract 
with a private partner four years later, the study also in-
dicates a significant decrease in the scope of the pro-
gram, in parallel to an increase in public investments 
towards the program. Allocation of public land for the 
construction of new housing projects by private devel-
opers increased during the modeling of the PPP, contra-
dicting a premise of the PPP that vacant private prop-
erty would be used for housing production in the city. 
Also, in the first contract, 70% of the capital structure 
relied on public sources, contradicting the notion that 
the mechanism would be attractive to private investors. 
In summary, the PPP Casa Paulista did not deliver the 
type of housing that the local population needed and 
cost more to the public sector than it was planned (Izar, 
2018). 

Investigating the meaning of housing and neighbor-
hood autoconstruction in Dar es Salaam.

Izar (2022) and Izar, Limbumba and Nyiti (in pro-
gress) examine the meanings of autoconstruction to 
local communities and to urban governance in Dar es 
Salaam. Through a historical perspective, the studies de-
scribe how housing and neighborhood autoconstruction 
in the city have simultaneously relied on, and enabled 
the expansion of, local models of popular urbanization 
(Streulle et al., 2020). It is argued that (certain modal-

 4	  According to the original model, 62% of the units were dedicated 
to the population earning between 1 and 5 monthly minimum wages 
(MMW). This left unattended those earning less than 1 MMW and 
which involved a significant share of the urban poor living in the down-
town area
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ities of ) autoconstruction “enable residents to produce 
and appropriate their territories through highly local-
ized, cyclical processes of functional and spatial transfor-
mation.” (Izar 2022, p. 312). 

Until recently in Dar es Salaam, land costs were quite 
low in comparison to construction costs, which favored 
autoconstruction (Sheuya, 2007). Although this reali-
ty is currently changing in central areas (Izar and Lim-
bumba, 2020), historically, the low cost of land and the 
tolerance of the state towards informal land occupation 
outside of strategic territories granted relative security 
for low income urban dwellers to build their houses in-
crementally (Sheuya, 2007). In the initial years of hous-
ing building, families converted a temporary structure, 
for example a small room made of mud and pole, into a 
small brick house. Subsequently, new rooms were add-
ed to the original structure to accommodate extended 
family and/or to be rented out at affordable prices (Izar, 
2022). Affordable rental in informal, low income set-
tlements fulfilled two important and complementary 
functions: first, it allowed for rural immigrants to settle 
into the city, where they moved in search of social and 
economic opportunities. Second, it helped homeowners 
to maintain and expand their houses (Andreasen et al, 
2020). 

Today, traditional self-built neighborhoods, or auto-
construction territories in Dar es Salaam are sites of root-
ed social and cultural traditions, built over decades, and 
incrementally. Internal streets are multifunctional, with 
uses that vary throughout the day, according to econom-
ic, environmental, as well as cultural and social norms. In 
the central neighborhood of Tandale in Dar es Salaam, 
for example, street use changes from predominantly ve-
hicular in the mornings, to predominantly pedestrian in 
the afternoon and in the evenings, when vehicular traffic 
needs to negotiate the street space with residents. This is 
therefore a relatively safe time for the children to play in 
the street, when their parents are also outside. Focusing 
on the use of open spaces in the same neighborhood of 
Tandale, Heiß (2022) describes how the notions of pub-
lic and private use and ownership do not match in this 
area, as it would usually occur in more formal settings. 

Instead, private spaces, including private homes, can be 
open to neighbors and even broader community groups. 
Larger public spaces outside the community’s reach are 
often claimed for private uses. These local and nuanced 
understandings become quite relevant when considering 
urban interventions in traditional territories of autocon-
struction, in a way that does not disrupt the spatial and 
cultural structures that local communities have already 
built. 

Conclusion

Rapid urbanization and a global crisis of housing af-
fordability challenges the livelihoods of the urban poor, 
particularly in the global South. Innovative approaches 
to housing production and finance must take into con-
sideration everyday experiences of autoconstruction, 
and how poor urban dwellers themselves provide shelter 
to a significant, if not the larger share, of the unhoused 
population, in territories of cultural, spatial and political 
significance. 

A lack of understanding by the public about these nu-
anced and contested realities on the ground can have 
negative consequences. In the city of São Paulo, the Mu-
nicipal Master Plan of 2004 introduced land use instru-
ments based on the social function of land, as previously 
described. During the next decade, through mechanisms 
such as ZEIS, there was a true opportunity for a trans-
formation of the central area of São Paulo through the 
refurbishment of the existing vacant buildings and pro-
duction of a stock of low-cost housing (Cruz, 2008 in 
Izar, 2018). What was particularly important at the time 
was the relatively low cost of property prices in that re-
gion. It made it more advantageous for the municipal 
and the state governments to invest in housing produc-
tion in the city center than build housing in remote ar-
eas that would also require large investments in public 
transportation (Cruz, 2008). Unfortunately, this oppor-
tunity was missed after transformations in the housing 
and real estate sectors in Brazil, as the study of the PPP 
Casa Paulista described.

In Dar es Salaam, the passing of the 2016-2036 Mas-
ter Plan in 2021 creates an opportunity for imagining 
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the future transformation of the city’s predominantly 
residential, self-built neighborhoods in ways that are 
centered on the residents’ lived experiences of housing 
and urban production and on their cultural traditions. 
The Master Plan, while referring to the consolidation of 
these neighborhoods, offers no guidelines with regards 
to spatial parameters or planning processes. There is an 
opportunity for better understanding how traditional 
architectures, spaces and cultures entangle and unfold 
in Dar es Salaam. Such understanding can inform trans-
formative urban policy and practice in the city, as well 
as set an example to other cities in the Global South and 
even in the North. 
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ARTICLE

Introduction1

Over 50% of the global population lives in urban 
areas, a proportion that is projected to increase to 66% 
by 2050 with 90% of the increase expected to take place 
in Africa and Asia (UN, 2014). This unprecedented era 
of increasing global urbanisation has brought challeng-
es, inter alia meeting accelerated demand for affordable 

 1	  Institute of Human Settlements Studies, Ardhi University, Tanzania

housing and access to basic infrastructure particularly 
for the estimated 1 billion urban poor (World Bank, 
2020). Since Turner’s original notions of self-help and 
self-building by the poor were established in the 1970s, 
the discussion on housing for the urban poor has got-
ten increasingly nuanced. (Yeboa, 2005; Turner 1972, 
1976). These discussions and debates paved the way for 
global efforts to counteract the matter. One of the most 
prominent efforts in recent times is the New Urban 
Agenda (Habitat III) an initiative by the UN-HABI-
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TAT. The New Urban Agenda presented a paradigm shift 
based on this science of cities. The agenda has been the 
most ambitious initiative towards achieving goal 11 of 
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) that seeks 
to make cities and human settlements ‘inclusive, safe, 
resilient and sustainable’. With more emphasis on target 
11.1 on ensuring access to adequate, safe and affordable 
housing and basic services for all by 2030 (UN,2017; 
UN-HABITAT, 2016). This is a clear indication that en-
suring access to affordable and adequate housing for all 
is a fundamental global concern that calls for collective 
efforts worldwide.

This qualitative study sought to add another dimension 
to the existing framework of reasoning behind the recess 
development of the housing sector in Tanzania. Accord-
ing to the Draft National Housing Policy - NHP (2018), 
the country is facing a backlog of 3,000,000 housing 
units growing at a rate of 200,000 units per annum. For 
the longest, the argument for this outcome has been at-
tributed to high resource constraints; and unexhausted 
opportunities to counteract the matter (JCP,2022). On 
the contrary, this article is questioning the attitudes and/
or mindsets that have shaped conceptions on the general 
understanding in the meaning of housing in the country 
from the Swahili language. In order to achieve this, a 
literature review was conducted to identify gaps in the 
existing local body of knowledge from the housing sec-
tor. Official interviews with land and housing sector ex-
perts from the local and central government; academia; 
as well as the private sector were conducted. Data and 
information collected from these experts was analysed so 
as to check how their professions have influenced their 
conception on the general meaning of housing. 

A purposive sample of 20 respondents i.e., 2 groups 
formed with 10 individuals each with primary and/or 
secondary; and tertiary education level respectively, were 
selected for interview. Information from these respond-
ents was also analysed to check whether their level of ed-
ucation had had an impact on their general understand-
ing of the meaning of housing. Aiming to hear from 
different people about their understanding of ‘nyumba’ 
(housing) and ‘makazi’ (settlement), we had interviews 

with people possessing different levels of education. We 
asked them three basic questions: (i) What do you un-
derstand by the term nyumba? (ii) What does ‘makazi’ 
mean to you? (iii) Do you think there is a difference 
between ‘nyumba’ and ‘makazi’? If yes, how? If no, why? 
All questions were asked in Swahili then afterwards in 
English to those who could speak the language.

No ‘Home Sweet Home’ for the Housing Sector

Housing was once a major national priority in the 
country. The National Housing Corporation (NHC) 
was the first parastatal to be founded soon after inde-
pendence in 1962, demonstrating this point (Kironde, 
1992; Nnkya, 2021). Fast forward 60 years later, pub-
licly-led housing delivery has rapidly been overtaken by 
private-led housing delivery approaches (URT,2019; 
CAHF,2020; Izar and Limbumba, 2020). Even NHC’s 
goal has shifted from delivering affordable housing to 
becoming a major commercial and residential real es-
tate developer. All this is taking place in the context of 
market-based reform and the state’s increased reliance 
on private markets to promote urban development (Izar 
and Limbumba, 2020). It is fair to say that housing has 
never had a stable home in the institutional framework 
of Tanzania. Kironde, 2021 reported that housing was 
shifted from the Ministries of Health and Local Govern-
ment to the Ministry of Lands in the early 1970s, where 
it was renamed the Ministry of Lands Housing and Ur-
ban Development. Following its then-relatively small 
portfolio, the Department of Housing was merged with 
the Planning Department and renamed the Department 
of Human Settlements in 1992. Housing was dwindling 
in the aforementioned department until it was revived 
in 2004, thanks to initiatives by UN-HABITAT. This 
new housing directorate  operated until 2019, when it 
was re-absorbed into  the Human Settlements Devel-
opment Department. There, it was again reduced and 
merged with property development to form the Hous-
ing and Property Development Section which remained 
standing to the time this study was conducted. Even the 
National Housing Policy has been a draft waiting for the 
government’s endorsement since 2018. Perhaps, this ar-
ticle will shed some light to one of the most overlooked 
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reasons for this reality. One that originates from Tanza-
nia’s national language, Swahili.

General Understanding in the Meaning of Housing 
from the Swahili Language

In Swahili, there is some controversy on how to proper-
ly interpret the terms ‘housing’ and ‘human settlements’: 
Housing is directly translated as ‘nyumba,’ while human 
settlements is translated as ‘makazi’ in Swahili. Howev-
er, most Tanzanians use these two Swahili terms inter-
changeably to imply the same thing. Furthermore, ordi-
nary Tanzanians use the Swahili word ‘nyumba’ to also 
denote ‘house, “shelter,’ and ‘building’. This was vividly 
evidenced from the interviews conducted.

The two terms appeared to be understood similarly 
among the interviewed respondents, regardless of ed-
ucation level. Almost 90% asserted that ‘nyumba’ and 
‘makazi’ mean the same thing and it is okay to use the 
two interchangeably. Very few happened to think that 
there is a difference between these two. However, two 
of these mentioned/realised the differences after asking 
for clarification. For instance, one respondent holding 
a Master degree had noted ‘nyumba’ means a building 
that people live in, while ‘makazi’ goes beyond ‘nyumba’ 
in a sense that it takes into account general social activi-
ties performed within a house as well as how dwellers in-
teract among each other. For her, ‘makazi’ simply meant 
‘home’. Later on, she asked what does ‘makazi’ mean in 
English. Thereafter, her response changed and this time 
she added that ‘makazi’ is a collection of many houses 
including services available. 

Generally, across the respondents ‘nyumba’ meant a 
building that can be used for different purposes; from 
living, office, commercial, religious etc. The following 
quotes depict some of the responses with regard to un-
derstanding of the terms ‘nyumba’ and ‘makazi’ among 
interviewed individuals.  

‘...nyumba means a place where you live/stay, and so does 
‘makazi’. You can say ‘haya ni makazi yangu’2. Also, ‘nyum-

 2	  This translates to ‘this is where I stay’  

ba’ means a building that can have multiple uses – living, 
religious, commercial, office use, etc. I however think that 
there’s a difference between ‘nyumba’ and ‘makazi’ but I 
don’t know what exactly it is’. – Female respondent, sec-
ondary education. 

‘...all houses (nyumba) are buildings but not all buildings 
are houses - some can have different uses more than shelter, 
for it to be ‘nyumba’, a building has to be used as shelter. 
‘Makazi has to be many houses, like a community – if you’re 
living alone in an area, that’s not ‘makazi’. - Female re-
spondent, Bachelor degree (Economist)

‘...nyumba is a building with different activities/uses. 
‘Makazi’ means a place where one lives, including any oth-
er activities that they conduct around that particular house. 
One can say ‘haya ni makazi yangu’3. In other words, for 
it to be called makazi, someone has to be living inside the 
house; but for someone to say ‘hii ni nyumba yangu’ they 
need to have legal entitlement to that house. You can only 
say haya ni makazi yangu as long as you are ‘staying’ there’. 
- Male respondent, Bachelor degree (Librarian) 

‘...Nyumba is a building, a tangible structure - in short, 
anything with four walls and a roof is ‘nyumba’. According 
to my general perception, ‘nyumba’ and ‘makazi’ can and 
are actually used interchangeably and that’s okay. I don’t 
think it’s wrong to use nyumba and makazi interchangea-
bly because they technically mean the same thing. Makazi 
means collection of many residential houses and that’s why 
people use the two terms interchangeably’. - Male respond-
ent, Master degree (real estate expert)

‘...Nyumba means a structure while makazi depicts an 
area. I don’t think these two terms differ significantly; I 
think there’s just a little difference in terms of definition 
and meaning. I am also always confusing the two – hii ni 
nyumba yangu, haya ni makazi yangu’.4 - Male respond-
ent, Master degree (environmental expert)

Asking the respondent what he thinks is the source of 

 3	  Refer footnote 2

 4	  Translates to ‘this is my house; this is where I stay’ 
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his confusion, he replied:

‘...I think maybe I just don’t know the differences (profes-
sionally); but I would say it’s mainly because we normally 
use these two words interchangeably to mean the same thing’. 

Experts in the land and housing sector in Tanzania cut 
across a vast number of professionals who are responsible 
with urban and regional planning; surveying; land man-
agement and valuation; real estate agents and developers; 
architects, quantity surveyors, civil engineers etc. While 
some professionals regard housing as a basic human 
right or a requirement for all people, others regard it as 
a commodity or merely a structure in which people live. 
Interviews with land experts from the local and central 
government; Ardhi University as well as the private sector 
revealed that even among these, the terms ‘nyumba’ and 
‘makazi’ are still understood similarly to non-land profes-
sionals and regular citizens. Asking the same questions to 
a practising real estate agent, he was of the opinion that 
‘nyumba’ and ‘makazi’ can be used interchangeably be-
cause they technically mean the same thing. However, he 
had the following to say regarding these differences be-
tween the two terms. 

‘…professionally, ‘nyumba’ is defined according to what oth-
er activities are carried out there; on the other hand, ‘makazi’ 
is strictly residential. Nyumba and makazi can also be dif-
ferentiated area-wise; eg. in the real estate sector, makazi is 
usually used to mean areas designated for residential use only. 
You can say Makongo Juu5 is makazi but you cannot say Pos-
ta6 is makazi. Makazi also includes services available - roads, 
water and sanitation, hospitals, etc. Additionally, makazi go 
beyond just the buildings and that’s why there are also ‘maka-
zi ya wanyama’7. The two terms have similar meaning gener-
ally but professionally, these are two different terms’. 

It is no surprise that responses were almost the same for 
all interviewees. This was mainly attributed to the fact 

 5	  This is one of the residential areas in Kinondoni Municipality, Dar 
es Salaam 

 6	  This is a part of the Dar es Salaam CBD

 7	  Animals’ settlement 

that Swahili is Tanzanians’ first language. With the fact 
that questions were purposely asked in Swahili, educa-
tion level had little influence on the understanding of the 
two terms among respondents. This was evidenced by the 
change in responses once the same questions were asked 
in English. One of the reasons for this similar understand-
ing is the direct translation of ‘makazi’, by the majority of 
Tanzanians, which simply means a place where one stays. 
In this case, it makes sense for someone to say that ‘nyum-
ba’ means ‘makazi’ since that is where one lives/stays. It 
is also important to note that very few of respondents 
mentioned physical/technical and social infrastructure as 
part of housing – this, by the way, happened after further 
probing and clarification.

Conclusion

Housing is not getting the prominence it deserves in 
the institutional framework of the nation and this is not 
only because of the diminishing political interest and de-
lay of the NHP endorsement by the government. One 
of the significant reasons is the fact that housing appears 
to be misunderstood almost exactly the same among dif-
ferent groups of individuals, regardless of their education 
levels. There is no doubt that the Swahili language has 
played a significant role in shaping this reality. Solving this 
knowledge crisis requires efforts to raise awareness about 
housing among Tanzanians. People need to understand 
that the meaning of housing goes beyond just a build-
ing or structure that people live in. Moreover, it should 
be understood that housing and human settlements are 
two terms that cannot be used interchangeably. The ar-
ticle calls upon experts from the housing sector to play 
an active role in changing the narrative on how housing 
is understood and perceived in Tanzania. A good starting 
point for this could be raising awareness of the leaders 
at the smallest local government units (sub-wards). These 
work closely with community members, irrespective of 
one’s education levels. This puts them at a better position 
to transfer the attained knowledge to a larger propor-
tion of the citizens they network with or serve on a 
daily basis.     
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Introduction 1

The Economic Times refers to affordable housing as 
reasonably-priced units for medium household income or 
below in the society (Economic Times, 2022). Meanwhile, 
according to the National Affordable Housing Summit 
Group of Australia, affordable housing is reasonable, ade-
quate in standard and location, specially built for lower or 
middle-income households, and has a cost which enables 
a household to still meet its other basic needs sustaina-
bly (Shelter WA). Most institutions, even with different 

 1	  The University of Nairobi

definitions, agree that affordable housing should meet 
the needs of low to lower-middle income households. If 
we were to go by the earlier definition and include the 
formal sector income distribution data from Kenya Na-
tional Bureau of Statistics (KNBS), individuals earning 
50,000 Kenya shillings and below per month would be 
able to afford the affordable housing units. That translates 
to 74.4% of persons with formal employment in Kenya 
(KNBS Census, 2019).

2007/2008 put Kenya in the global news for post-elec-
tion violence. So many years later, the horror of a flawed 
election that brought so much damage — including 
deaths and loss of property — still lives with us. This 
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caused many to miss the birth of the national development 
agenda — the roadmap to economic independence and 
poverty eradication by the year 2030, Vision 2030 — that 
was launched by the late retired President Mwai Kibaki in 
2008. It is from this blueprint that the subsequent gov-
ernments derive their MediumTerm Plans (MTPs). And 
for President Uhuru Kenyatta’s government, that vehicle 
is part of the Big Four Agenda which was launched in 
2017. It includes affordable housing, food security, uni-
versal health coverage and manufacturing (Kenya News 
Agency).

The affordable housing component of the Big Four Agen-
da intends to deliver more than one million housing units 
within five years, ranging from 800,000 to 5,000,000 
Kshs with low interest rates of up to 5% and mortgage 
tenors of up to 30 years (Government of Kenya Depart-
ment of Information, 2018). Young people, who are the 
majority in Kenya — 35.7 million (75.1%), according to 
2019 census records KNBS — are barely out of tertiary 
education or paying student loans, with 34.27% of them 
jobless (KNBS Census, 2019).

The census shows that over 30% of the country’s pop-
ulation lives in urban areas, with this figure rising stead-
ily at a growth rate of over 8% annually (KNBS Cen-
sus, 2019). According to the World Bank, almost 60% 
of urban dwellers live in what can be termed as informal 
settlements. Do not think of informal settlements only 
as shanties or slums as you know them; they include all 
unplanned and uncontrolled residential units that sprout 
all over the cities (World Bank Urban population data, 
2021). Nairobi being the country’s capital and Eastern 
Africa’s business hub, it faces rapid population growth 
followed by increased large-scale occurrence of informal 
settlements. An urban planner will tell you the housing 
challenge in Nairobi city is not due to the lack of financial 
muscles but the incapacity to follow through with and 
update master plans accordingly. Every developer wants 
to get a portion of the upper-middle income earners who 
give investment security mostly by their proof of employ-
ment. I need to mention there is a slum upgrading de-
partment.

Boma yangu, which translates to my home, is the official 
government of Kenya website for affordable housing ap-
plications and allocation. The requirement is that a per-
son must be a Kenyan citizen of at least 18 years with a 
National Identification Card. With the majority of youth 
living from hand to mouth, home ownership is a luxury. 
The classic case is that of a fresh graduate leaving college 
hostels and seeking employment. They need a roof over 
their head and it costs to rent an apartment anywhere in 
the city. Let us assume a small studio/bedsitter at Tsavo 
Studios is 12 ,000 Kshs per month. The best shot is shar-
ing this small apartment with others until our graduate 
able to be on his/her own. More often than not, things 
don’t work out and three out of ten people in this situa-
tion return to the village.

The government and various stakeholders have their 
hearts in the right place, but in the provision for houses, 
the clusters are exclusive, especially for youths in their ear-
ly to mid-twenties. These are young people transitioning 
from college who do not need to be in the same com-
munity with others starting families, or those who have 
already started. This group of people only needs operat-
ing space and, being numerous, mass housing applies so 
well. Affordability problems still persist because the target 
bracket has not expanded much. It’s like an unplanned 
segregation of sorts.

There are many measures that have been put in place to 
achieve the affordable housing program, including, but 
not limited to, the establishment of the National Hous-
ing Development Fund with its mandate of mobilizing fi-
nances from various potential buyers, as well as the Kenya 
Mortgage Re-Finance Company which is state-controlled 
with the aim of mobilizing cheaper mortgage financing of 
up to half the prevailing commercial rates. The buyers are 
then expected to raise about 12% of the total cost of the 
house for down payment (Kenya News Agency).

Job creation has been one of the major opportunities of 
the affordable housing program for both formal and infor-
mal sectors. The affordable housing program encourages 
the use of local materials, labour and artisans in order to 
lower overall construction costs and create employment 
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for thousands of Kenyans.

Through partnerships with various construction compa-
nies, it has been possible to design various components, 
prefabricate them offsite, then eventually transport and 
assemble everything. This cuts costs and saves more time 
for construction.

Limitation to Delivery of Affordable Housing

Like any other development project, the affordable hous-
ing program is faced by a myriad of challenges. Firstly, 
the Kenyan urban areas lack proper infrastructure and 
most developers transfer this cost to the end user which, 
in turn, hikes the cost of the houses. Secondly, housing 
developments are capital-intensive and the Kenyan econ-
omy does not have much in the way of funding in supply 
as the cash flow is short. Thirdly, there is scarcity of land 
well-serviced with infrastructure in Kenya, therefore the 
cost of the little parcels available is expensive. Fourthly, 
some areas marked for affordable housing schemes already 
have inhabitants who have to be moved and resettled at 
the program’s cost. Fifthly, the housing typologies and 
clusters are exclusive and, so far, the youth are not well 
taken care of except by some private developers like Tsavo 
and Qwetu who have mass houses for that target group 
(though they are expensive). Last but not least, the level 
of bureaucracy involved in the approval and licensing of 
housing projects by different agencies makes the process 
long and costly. There is no agency with laws mandated to 
specifically look into affordable housing as a special kind 
of construction. All these challenges contribute to high-
er costs of the houses, which in turn makes them unaf-
fordable, thus hindering the achievement of the objective 
of affordable housing for all. In fact, it’s an objective so 
important that it’s a constitutional right: “Every person 
has the right to accessible and adequate housing, and to 
reasonable standards of sanitation.”

Government of Kenya’s Strategy for Delivery of Af-
fordable Housing Units

Affordable land for development

1.	 Transferring public land to private developers in a 

process known as land-swap, which exchanges land 
use for more suitable land for development while 
maintaining its value.

2.	 An idle land tax was approved to discourage more 
people from speculative land purchase and also to 
unlock land that can be used to develop affordable 
housing.

3.	 Availing more public land for development through 
public-private partnerships.

4.	 It has been established that corporations and 
parastatals such as East African Portland Cement, 
Kenya Broadcasting Corporation, Kenya Prisons, 
as well as the Ministry of Agriculture and Livestock 
may have excess land holdings. A task force has been 
formed to set the them aside as land banks.

Cost of Construction

1.	 Accelerating project delivery, optimizing costs of 
procurement and standardizing design elements.

2.	 Facilitating bulk purchase of key construction 
materials through a central procurement unit.

3.	 Developing and providing support to the local 
construction technology sector.

4.	 Availing low negotiated rates for key construction 
inputs.

Financing of Developers

1.	 Using regulated escrow accounts in selling housing 
units off-plan through regulated escrow accounts.

2.	 Reviewing of the Retirement Benefits Authority 
(RBA) Act to permit the National Social Security 
Fund (NSSF) to invest more than 30.0% of its funds 



IGLUS Quarterly | Vol 8 | Issue 2 | July 2022         21

AR
TI

CL
E

in real estate. Also, operationalization of NSSF Act 
to increase minimum contributions from employees 
and leveraging on the NSSF balance sheet for 
funding.

3.	 Obtaining 60% of the required funding through 
Public-Private Partnerships (PPP).

Financing of Home-Buyers

1.	 Including the informal sector in background checks 
to increase the target market.

2.	 Having a social housing tenant-purchase scheme.

3.	 The introduction of the Mortgage Refinancing 
Company (MRC) to facilitate longer-term and 
affordable loans. The MRC’s main purpose is to 
provide liquidity to financial institutions by allowing 
them to refinance illiquid mortgage assets, thus 
enabling mortgages to be issued at longer tenors and 
with lower rates given the reduced liquidity risk.

4.	 Provision of long tenor multi-generational mortgages 
that are hereditary.

5.	 Increasing creditors to include institutions such as 
World Bank to reduce interest rates to as low as 5%.

6.	 Setting up of National Housing Development Fund 
to manage all the funds related to affordable housing 
projects. This will increase the number of people 
saving to buy homes and consequently offer offtake 
for housing developments.

7.	  Various first-time buyer incentives like a waiver on 
stamp duty.

Public-Private Partnerships

1.	 There is intension by the government to review the 

PPP framework. This is to accelerate the approval 
processes and allow for new approaches.

Infrastructure

1.	 In case a developer provides infrastructure during 
construction, there is a proposed tax relief of 25.0% 
from taxable income.

2.	 The government will provide off-site and social 
infrastructure from its funds.

Major Requirements to Increase Chances of Success 
of the Affordable Housing Initiative

From the government strategies, there is a moderate 
likelihood of meeting the targets while the success de-
pends on its execution. The following can be considered 
in order to realize the affordable housing dream in Ken-
ya:

1.	 A government-driven integrated framework that 
combines comprehensive solutions to the problem.

2.	 The extension of funding sources and target groups 
through increasing of capital markets and access to 
non-bank funding.

 Conclusion

In conclusion, the government of Kenya has, through 
the Big Four Agenda Action Plan which contributes di-
rectly to the Vision 2030, taken one of the boldest in-
itiatives in history by attempting to deliver affordable 
housing for its citizens, which in turn is creating em-
ployment and promoting manufacturing. The initial 
idea as planned so far is useful, but some crucial compo-
nents discussed — such as exclusivity in clusters and ty-
pologies, bureaucracy, insufficient land for development, 
funding issues, poor infrastructure and resettlement in-
itiatives — need to be addressed to increase the chances 
of success. I would recommend more active public par-
ticipation with a larger sample range in order to ensure 
most citizens’ opinions are well captured and translated 
into the designs and implementation. It is also necessary 
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for developers to harness the opportunity by increas-
ing their target market in low-income earners from the 
known 2% through mass housing and exploitation of 
alternative materials and technology.

If the government partners with the likes of Tsavo and 
Qwetu developers, all the youths of the republic of Ken-
ya will have a holiday! This could also be applicable to all 
the individuals who wish to invest in such mass houses 
on a buy-rent basis. In that case therefore, it can be re-
ferred to as a symbiotic investment.
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Introduction1

Informal settlements are a common occurrence in 
many developing countries in East Africa, especially in 
Kenya. This may be influenced by the fact that infor-
mal settlements lack critical infrastructure and utilities, 
as well as a high concentration of social and political 
problems. However, this is not the case, as it can be 
defined from two different perspectives (Nichols et al., 
2018). Legally, these are regions where clusters of hous-
ing units have been built on property that the occu-
pants have no legal right to or occupy illegally (Meth 
2017). 

Informal settlements are described with various ex-

 1	  The Youth Café

pressions such as squatter settlements, shanty towns, 
and slums. These definitions refer to those places which 
have an economic relationship with the surrounding 
city settlements while having major differences in terms 
of social and physical aspects. Generally, major ele-
ments of informal settlements are indicated by different 
characteristics such as poverty, high-density population, 
crime, poor housing, and unplanned control. The hous-
ing crisis cannot be attributed to a single group of peo-
ple because it affects the population ( Mandour 2012). 
Both the older and younger generations are affected 
(Prince et al., 2019). It is clear as it is evident that the 
younger generation is more vulnerable to this problem 
than the older generation. This could be due to the fact 
that the younger generation has yet to make a decision 
about where they want to live, and the cost of housing 
is rising.

Housing Ideation: The Youth Challenge and Response
Willice Onyango1

Abstract: The concept of affordable housing in developing countries, specifically in Kenya across major cities, focuses on overcrowd-
ing as well as informal settlements known as ‘slums’ which inhibit the developments across the cities, e.g; Nairobi, Mombasa. Al-
though urbanization is a huge force in accelerating growth in Kenya it has faced challenges through the presence of socio-economic 
issues in society, e.g; employment opportunities. This paper, therefore, explores the informal housing challenge in the context of the 
younger generation between the age of 18 - 34 years. Seeking the perspective of the youth about the issue, the paper continues to 
explore youth-led ideas to solve the problem, as well as speculating on how the situation might change in the future.

Keywords: Informal settlements, housing ideation, government response, youth challenge and response, developing countries. ur-
ban development

Author’s Profile

Willice Onyango is the Executive Director of a multi-award-winning youth organization, The Youth Café (Nairobi, Kenya). At The Youth Café, he is 
currently managing high budget projects and leading a dynamic team of 53. He has a 7-year track record of trailblazing youth-led development hav-
ing previously served as a global youth representative to the UN High-Level Panel of Eminent Persons on Post 2015. Mr. Onyango is also the author 
of Kenya Youth Manifesto, a non-partisan publication that unified the aspirations of the ordinary Kenyan youth into a common philosophy leading 
to the publication and launch of the first-ever Kenya Youth Manifesto. In addition, he is the author of several book chapters including the latest one 
titled Securitizing Youth published by Rutgers University Press. He is a published columnist with The Star Newspaper, World Economic Forum, The 
Standard Newspaper, Huffington Post, and Open Democracy among other platforms.



IGLUS Quarterly | Vol 8 | Issue 2 | July 2022         24

AR
TI

CL
E

As a result, several interventions have been imple-
mented by various bodies (AGAYI et al., 2020), as 
well as individual efforts (Aviles et al., 2018), to try to 
address this developing problem (Ames 2018). More 
significantly in steering the planning of an innovative 
and resilient future in the housing sector (Youngbloom 
et al., 2021). More so, embarking on strategies for the 
growth and development of informal settlements.

Youths have risen to the fore and realized that they 
must be on the front lines in order to limit this ris-
ing problem and provide spaces for better and more 
affordable homes in the future.

Gender, age, race, income, and location have signif-
icant implications for the vulnerability of people and 
communities within cities. Low-income groups are be-
ing pushed into locations that are prone to disasters, 
and four out of every ten non-permanent houses in 
the developing world are now located in areas threat-
ened by floods, landslides, and other natural hazards 
(UN-Habitat, 2009), revealing the multidimensional 
fragility of informal settlements. Additionally, there 
has been a significant increase in extensive disasters 
and their impacts on cities in the last twenty years, ei-
ther about losses related to damaged homes, affected 
people, or damage to health and education equipment 
(Davis, 2006).

Housing Ideation: A Background Study 

Young people make up the bulk of Africa’s total pop-
ulation, with an estimated 75% of the continent’s 
population below the age of 35 (AGAYI et al., 2020). 
Throughout Africa, they are facing phenomenal chal-
lenges and life-threatening risks. These risks arise when 
accessing fundamental rights, including quality edu-
cation, water, sanitation (Clair 2019), healthcare, and 
decent work. Young people also suffer the effects of in-
adequate housing from violence and bear the dualistic 
impacts of slow onsets of climate change and disasters 
(Meth 2017). Over time, the housing problem has 
also been attributed to various causes of displacement, 
crime, and insecurity, especially among youth groups 
(Brewis et al., 2019),  and weak governance, includ-

ing poor policy planning and urban management in 
housing by both public and private parties ( Mandour 
2012). The housing ideation study aims to bring youth 
closer to youth programs by facilitating inclusive, ac-
cessible (Zhu 2013), and empowering digital and phys-
ical spaces for youth to meaningfully engage with dif-
ferent institutions through supporting and promoting 
structured mechanisms of engagement and feedback 
towards achieving better housing ( Dovey 2015).  The 
housing ideation ultimately seeks to bring together a 
multidisciplinary team of participant professionals and 
community leaders (Hope 2012), to advocate for and 
foster innovative, impactful (Romero et al., 2020), and 
progressive policies that promote youth participation 
and engagement in national, regional, and global levels 
(Aviles et al., 2018), while facilitating improved devel-
opment processes in response to housing challenges.

Kenya Government’s Efforts to Resolve the Hous-
ing Challenges

One-sixth of the world’s population, a billion people, 
live in informal settlements. This number is forecast to 
double in the next decade as increasing numbers of ref-
ugees from armed conflict and climate change seek saf-
er environments and as economic migrants continue to 
pursue opportunities in urbanizing areas. Though in-
formal settlements offer at least some degree of prom-
ise to their residents, they also lack basic infrastructure 
to support health and wellness, including clean water, 
adequate sewage systems, durable housing, and pub-
lic spaces for commerce and recreation. Additionally, 
informal settlements are frequently overcrowded and 
situated in political conflict zones, eco-sensitive envi-
ronments, and locations vulnerable to extreme weather 
events (e.g., cyclones, hurricanes, and unusually-severe 
heat or cold) and natural disasters (e.g., earthquakes 
and flooding).

For decades, governments in low- and middle-income 
countries have responded to informal settlements with 
a range of approaches, including denying their exist-
ence, reacting with benign indifference, evicting resi-
dents, and demolishing settlements in whole or in part. 
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More recently, it has been understood that eviction and 
demolition do not address the cultural and material re-
alities that drive the creation and expansion of informal 
settlements; this trend has prompted increasing inter-
est in improving informal settlements and attempting 
to formalize land tenure for residents of these commu-
nities (Vahapoğlu, 2019).

The majority of governments play an important role 
in developing the housing sector. The Government of 
Kenya is at the forefront of addressing the housing sit-
uation in Kenya through various initiatives that have 
been implemented over the years (Kieti 2020). The 
Kenya Slum Upgrading Programme (KENSUP) was 
initiated in 2004 by The Government of Kenya (Brew-
is et al., 2019), in collaboration with UN-HABITAT 
and other stakeholders with an objective to improve 
the lives and livelihoods of people working and living 
in slums through various initiatives and interventions 
(Romero et al., 2020). Furthermore, the government 
initiated The Kenya Informal Settlement Improvement 
Project (KISIP) supported by Development Partners in 
2011 (Clair 2019). The project development objective 
was to improve living conditions and strengthen the 
security of tenure in informal settlements in selected 
towns in Kenya.

In December 2017, Kenya’s Affordable Housing Pro-
gram was launched with an aim to provide at least 
500,000 affordable new homes, thereby improving the 
living conditions for Kenyans (Aviles et al., 2018). This 
agenda contributes to the fulfillment of the third goal 
of SDG; Sustainable cities and communities – Make 
Cities and Human Settlements Inclusive, Safe, Resil-
ient, and Sustainable (Romero et al., 2020). The gov-
ernment took different innovative approaches towards 
achieving its agenda on housing, including the estab-
lishment of a National Housing Development Fund to 
be funded by a 1.5 percent employee payroll levy and 
an additional 1.5 percent employer contribution which 
is meant as saving for employees aimed toward house 
ownership (Youngbloom et al., 2021). In addition, the 
Kenya Mortgage Refinance Company was formed to 
improve mortgage affordability (Prince et al., 2019),  

by enabling long-term loans at attractive market rates 
by providing primary mortgage lenders (Ames 2018), 
such as banks and financial cooperatives (Clair, 2019), 
with affordable long-term funding and capital market 
access.

In its commitment to providing social and affordable 
housing, the Government reviewed Sessional Paper No. 
3 of 2004 on National Housing Policy to comprehen-
sively address the shelter problem (Youngbloom et al., 
2021). The reviewed policy is built on four pillars: The 
first pillar focuses on policy goals such as urban hous-
ing ( Dovey 2015), rural housing, and slum upgrad-
ing, among other things, and proposes solutions such 
as poverty alleviation (Clair 2019). The second pillar 
focuses on major housing inputs and addresses meth-
ods of obtaining and managing housing inputs such as 
land, infrastructure, building materials and technolo-
gies (Prince et al., 2019), and finances. The third pillar 
addresses estate management and maintenance, which 
are required to ensure a long lifespan for housing stock, 
disaster management (Nichols et al., 2018), environ-
mental impact assessment for housing projects, human 
resource development, and monitoring and evaluation 
(Youngbloom et al., 2021), while the fourth pillar ad-
dresses legislative and institutional framework and as-
signs specific roles to various stakeholders (Zhu 2013). 
The policy also proposes the enactment of a compre-
hensive Housing Act under this pillar to strengthen the 
role of the Ministry in charge of housing in regulating 
housing development.

In 2018, the Government of Kenya created The Big 
Four Agenda which included Affordable Housing ( 
Mandour 2012). The objective of the Affordable Hous-
ing Programme was to facilitate the creation of 500,000 
low-cost homes in partnership schemes with the pri-
vate sector by 2022 (Ames 2018). This was aimed at 
ensuring that the low and middle-income families that 
mainly comprise the youth have access to decent and 
affordable houses (AGAYI et al., 2020). The houses 
would be categorized depending on the level of income 
which was either; Social (Aviles et al., 2018), low-cost 
or mortgage gap. This plan is still ongoing (Kieti 2020), 
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though the anticipated target has barely been achieved 
(Hope 2012). The Affordable Housing Programme was 
foreseen as being helpful to young people as they are 
hardly hit by the housing challenge since most of them 
do not have sustainable sources of income.

Youth Challenge and Perspective

The right to adequate housing has been entrenched 
as a justiciable right, provided that every person has 
the right to accessible and adequate housing and rea-
sonable standards of sanitation (Meth 2017). Dep-
rivation of this right, discrimination, or inadequacy 
in its provision has various effects (Romero et al., 
2020), direct and indirect, on youths too. Many 
youths of today face housing challenges attribut-
ed to causes such as affordability (Hope 2012), city 
corruption, or unresponsive governance (Aviles et 
al., 2018). Inadequate housing and informal settle-
ments affect the youth directly, especially in aspects 
of health and the environment. Poor water and san-
itation, including unsafe toilets, increase water and 
land pollution (Kieti 2020). This affects the youth 
in terms of healthcare, increasing the risks of diseases 
linked to contaminated water and sanitation such as 
cholera, typhoid, and dysentery (Meth 2017). Res-
idential crowding is highly persistent as a housing 
challenge increasing the spread of communicable 
diseases such as cholera and evidently too (Romero 
et al., 2020); according to UN-Habitat, overcrowd-
ing has increased the spread of COVID-19 among 
youths in these areas (Clair 2019).  Indirect effects 
of challenges in housing to youths include violence 
necessitated by the struggle for space (Ames 2018), 
amenities, and facilities, psychological distress due to 
inadequate space (Nichols et al., 2018), and other 
needed amenities and needs like privacy ( Mandour 
2012). There is an increase in mortality rates due to 
diseases prone to youths in informal settlements and 
in some cases (Brewis et al., 2019), due to cold in-
door conditions which as a result increase the risk of 
cardiovascular diseases ( Dovey 2015). Youths’ edu-
cation is also affected indirectly (Prince et al., 2019), 

producing less well-suited students due to inefficient 
and insufficient spaces to promote education (Aviles 
et al., 2018). Poor housing tenure structures and 
amenities also produce unsafe neighborhoods hence 
increasing the probability of neglect of social protec-
tion among youths with cases such as violence and 
sexual harassment.

Youth Involvement 

The young people are taking action in response to the 
housing issue. They have recognized that the housing 
challenge (Ames 2018) can only be addressed if they 
build up their solutions by engaging themselves in 
sustainable development projects to bring a solution 
to the housing crisis (Kieti 2020). Young people re-
alize their collective strength and band together to 
address the problem of housing that directly affects 
them (Meth 2017). In this regard (Youngbloom et 
al., 2021), Kenya has, over the years, seen a rise in 
youth-led initiatives with a focus on improving the 
living conditions of people living in urban Kenya 
(Prince et al., 2019), as well as proposing innovative 
solutions in response to the informal housing chal-
lenge (Zhu 2013).

The Green Project Initiative, formed by a group of 
young people in Mathare, Kenya, proposed a waste 
management solution that recycles garbage to make 
briquettes (Clair 2019). The Green Project Initia-
tive produces briquettes from organic waste to pro-
vide clean, affordable (Aviles et al., 2018), accessible, 
and dependable energy to slum dwellers ( Mandour 
2012). The briquettes are made by collecting com-
bustible waste materials from around the slum, which 
they then compact and shape into convenient shapes 
that can be burned. The project involves young peo-
ple at every stage (Hope 2012), particularly in waste 
sorting, which provides them with extra income.

The raw materials are collected from households and 
schools (Nichols et al., 2018), particularly through 
community clean-ups (Kieti 2020). GPI not only 
cleans the streets but also reduces reliance on fossil 
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fuels (Brewis et al., 2019), thereby contributing to 
the global fight against the climate change.

Setbacks for youth involvement in the housing crisis

Not only are youth’s entry points into the housing cri-
sis different from those of the adult population, but 
their experiences are as well (Youngbloom et al., 2021). 
Many dangers and disadvantages face today’s youth 
(Hope 2012). Among these disadvantages (Brewis et 
al., 2019), the youths who are directly or indirectly 
involved in actions to try to curb this growing phe-
nomenon face a variety of daily stressors and have lim-
ited coping strategies and resources to deal with these 
stressors.

Furthermore, the youths are vulnerable to various in-
equities (AGAYI et al., 2020), which often determine 
the fairness in the distribution of affordable hous-
ing opportunities and outcomes across populations ( 
Dovey 2015). Youth unemployment is still the greatest 
challenge leading to crime and social unrest among the 
youth with many youths being unemployed due to a 
lack of relevant skills and lack of education.

Consequently, lack of proper housing has led to social 
problems such as premarital sex, and young ladies have 
been greatly affected as a result of inadequate housing 
(Clair 2019). The issue of finance is a prevalent issue 
amongst young people ( Mandour 2012). Most youths 
tend to have low average incomes or no income at all; 
as a result (Nichols et al., 2018), these youths are of-
ten stigmatized, leading to social discrimination (Ames 
2018). Difficulty in accessing social and physical in-
frastructure has caused high incidences of violence 
and crime, which has gradually (Romero et al., 2020), 
generated patterns of depressed urban areas where the 
youth seek common interests based on unsatisfied ba-
sic needs (Meth 2017). Governments globally are ac-
knowledged as key role players in bettering the housing 
situation in countries worldwide (Kieti 2020). Youths 
face challenges attributed to the government concern-
ing housing (Youngbloom et al., 2021), with existing 
barriers such as city corruption due to negligence of au-
thorities and unresponsive governance to these issues.

A Case Study: The Role of the Youth Cafe for Youth 
Informal Housing Challange

The Youth Café recently organized community idea-
tion and innovation event with the objective to bring 
together a multidisciplinary team of professionals, 
community leaders, and students to facilitate improved 
development processes and policy outputs in response 
to youth informal housing challenges that promote the 
collaboration and participation of all relevant stake-
holders. This work was done in partnership with The 
Aga Khan University, University of the Fraser Val-
ley, Innovative Governance of Large Urban Systems, 
UN-Habitat, The Youth Café, Urban Economic Fo-
rum, and other private sector and community partners. 
The focus was on the informal youth housing challenge 
and its impact on young people to address the everyday 
housing challenge.

The community ideation challenge used three forms 
of developing ideas; Affinity Diagram, which entails 
the bundling and grouping of information, and this 
method can be one of the most valuable methods to 
employ. Problem Statement, Description of the prob-
lem to be addressed. Persona Creation, The participants 
within the youth cafe organization created two perso-
nas to use to represent keystone issues facing the youth 
in Kenya in relation to affordable housing. Lastly, Ide-
ation, allowed for individual presenters to describe the 
proposed solution and how it developed from primary 
idea to proposed project. Resource Map, which ex-
plains the process of how it was conducted.

According to the University of Nairobi Research Ar-
chive on Urban Housing Affordability, over 70 % of 
urban households in Kenya experience severe housing 
affordability challenges. Affordability problems are man-
ifested in the high levels of homelessness, poor human 
settlement conditions, the high price of housing relative 
to the incomes of households, mortgage delinquencies, 
defaults, and foreclosures. This study investigated factors 
affecting housing affordability in Kenya. Previous stud-
ies on housing in Kenya have been descriptive in nature 
and little or no emphasis has been made on empirical 
studies on factors affecting affordability, especially with 
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regard to the contribution of the factors to housing af-
fordability. The result has been a lack of knowledge on 
which factors are critical in explaining the affordability 
problems of urban households in Kenya.

Against this background, The Youth Cafe participating 
members; Tevin Miseda, Melvin Otieno, Peter Njuguna, 
and Jim Okemwa, proposed a long-term effective solu-
tion to the affordable housing issue at Dedan Kimathi 
University affecting youth. Although the previous stud-
ies on housing in Kenya focused on descriptive terms, 
little or no attention has been paid to the empirical as-
pects of the issue. For instance, factors that contribute to 
the rising cost of housing are not taken into account in 
the study. The project was aimed at providing conven-
ient and accessible affordable housing units for students 
and employees. As a  group, they propose an 8-story 
flat composed of bedsitter and one-bedroom units for 
Dedan Kimathi main Campus students and workers. 
College and university students in urban areas prefer 
accommodation premises outside the institution due 
to insecurity and privacy among the staff and amongst 
themselves, not to mention the overwhelming popula-
tion in the higher learning institutions. The group hopes 
to make life easier for students and employees by provid-
ing affordable and comfortable units.

The Views and Opinions of the Youth

Youths and housing experts have diverse similar, and 
indifferent perspectives on housing in general and its 
challenges ( Mandour 2012). Evidently, collaboration 
is essential in the achievement of adequate housing and 
progressive improvement of housing situations world-
wide (Brewis et al., 2019). These include participative 
associations of government and private sectors (Ames 
2018), the community, and inclusion of the youth in 
housing projects and programs to increase their active 
direct or indirect engagement (Zhu 2013). There ought 
to be monetization policies (Romero et al., 2020) and 
schemes to ensure that housing structures (Prince et 
al., 2019) and projects successfully benefit the intend-
ed target groups and beneficiaries while ensuring that 
these houses are affordable to the majority of the youth 

(Meth 2017). All in all, it is consensus that a proper 
place should  (Clair 2019), be accompanied by all need-
ed basic amenities for an adequate livelihood and to sat-
isfy basic human needs ranging from (Youngbloom et 
al., 2021), health, security, education, space and privacy 
(AGAYI et al., 2020), and a clean environment.

Conclusion and Recommendations

As more signs indicate that the housing sector is on 
an upward trend, many people wonder if we are in the 
midst of a housing bubble (Youngbloom et al., 2021). 
And will the market crash or, at the very least, deflate 
in the near future? (Meth 2017) The deterioration of 
young people’s housing experiences worldwide poses 
significant policy challenges (Nichols et al., 2018). First, 
policymakers must ensure that all young people have 
equal access to owning a home and living independently 
(Zhu 2013). This will necessitate a greater understand-
ing of the political, economic, and cultural dynamics 
that stifle young people’s transitions (Kieti 2020) and 
effective governmental action. 

The second major legislative aim is to enhance housing 
suitability and affordability for young people (Nichols et 
al., 2018). For example, policymakers, landlords ( Man-
dour 2012), and homebuilders should work to provide 
housing better suited to the growing phenomenon of 
shared housing among young people.  

During the writing of this article, we asked a few young 
people what they thought about the housing situation in 
the coming years ( Dovey 2015). While most expect the 
situation to worsen (Romero et al., 2020), some see signs 
that the housing economy may falter in the face of rising 
inflation and geopolitical uncertainty (Hope 2012). The 
housing sector appears to be running on fumes as home 
prices continue to rise–the median listing price skyrock-
eting (Brewis et al., 2019). Mortgage rates are still rising 
(Aviles et al., 2018), and buyers aren’t backing down. 

Collaboration is an essential component of achieving 
sustainable housing and urban recovery. Many of to-
day’s youth have stepped up to the plate (Brewis et al., 
2019). Young people demand that relevant players bring 
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about the change they want to see ( Mandour 2012). 
“We’re seeing it worldwide: young people are speaking 
up.” You ignite movements that will reverberate across 
cultures and borders (AGAYI et al., 2020). “You are tak-
ing control of the future and ensuring progress,” said Un-
der-Secretary-General Fabrizio Hochschild Drummond 
(Nichols et al., 2018), Special Adviser on the United 
Nations 75th Anniversary. Improvements to housing 
tenure (Kieti 2020), structures, and amenities, it can 
be agreed (Prince et al., 2019), are essential for creating 
safe neighborhoods in which youths live or reside (Ames 
2018) and have a more significant bearing on improving 
their overall livelihoods.

It has been established recently that there has been a 
spike in the developments of major cities to meet the 
demand for more industrial activities. Recently, there 
has been a spike in the developments of major cities to 
meet the demand for more industrial activities. There-
fore, county governments/national governments in part-
nership with international institutions need to establish 
policies to aid in providing long-term solutions to these 
issues. Our recommendations are; 

•	 Complementing the policies and regulations that 
promote long-term local housing investment, such 
as taxation and financial regulation, is the establish-
ment of a more focused and transparent housing 
market. This can be done through the reduction of 
the time and cost associated with the various ad-
ministrative processes related to housing delivery.

•	 To recognize the importance of small and me-
dium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in the affordable 
housing sector, the government should support its 
efforts to ensure that they are able to deliver quali-
ty products and services. It should also address the 
various value chain blockages that prevent large de-
velopers from delivering affordable housing at scale. 

•	 To address the various obstacles that prevent large 
developers from delivering affordable housing at 
scale, the government should additionally support 
its efforts to improve the efficiency and transparen-

cy of the land markets. This can be done through 
the establishment of effective land registration and 
tenure mechanisms. 

•	 Supporting the development of an information in-
frastructure that supports the affordable housing 
market is a vital part of any government’s efforts to 
address the issue. This includes providing support to 
governments and non-governmental organizations 
that are working to establish data banks that col-
lect and analyze housing supply and demand data. 
Early-stage venture capital investments in housing 
start-up companies are often focused on the are-
as of the supply chain and the management of the 
housing delivery. They are also important to sup-
port small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) 
that are developing effective and efficient platforms 
for managing the housing supply and demand. 

•	 The various climate-related factors that affect the 
development of new homes should be addressed. 
Aside from this, other factors such as promoting 
the use of green building codes and incentives are 
also important to ensure that the market is support-
ed. One of the most important factors that poli-
cymakers and housing start-up companies should 
consider when it comes to addressing the housing 
supply and demand issue is the establishment of an 
affordable green standard

•	 More empirical studies and research on informal 
housing challenges should be facilitated. This is be-
cause previous studies on housing in Kenya have 
been descriptive in nature and that little or no 
emphasis has been placed on empirical studies on 
factors affecting affordability, especially with regard 
to the contribution of the factors of housing af-
fordability. The result, therefore, has been a lack of 
knowledge on which factors are critical in explain-
ing the affordability problems of urban households 
in Kenya.

•	 An emphasis on Sustainable Development Goal 
(SDG) 11 of sustainable cities and communities 
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should be done. Target 11.1 of SDG 11, states ” 
By 2030, ensure access for all to adequate, safe and 
affordable housing and basic services and upgrade 
slums.”

•	 More focus on scaling up collective community 
space, shared resources models, and activities such 
as those undertaken by ANCAD works ( Auckland 
North Community and Development), the Tsavo 
developments, and Qwetu Apartments should be 
given.
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