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You have heard of flying carpets, but have you heard of flying toilets? Every morning many slum dwellers of Nairobi throw plastic bags out of their houses and into public landfills. Inside these bags is ‘night soil’. Lack of sanitation has led people to the invention of this new type of toilet. The ‘peril of fecal contamination’[footnoteRef:1] has been contained through this spectacular innovation. [1:  Risks of infection and waterborne diseases associated with human waste and inadequate hygiene.] 


Appearing in the 1950s and 1960s[footnoteRef:2] slums have become one of the major features of the urban transition. The urban population of our planet has increased from 750 million in 1950 (30% of the total population) to 4 billion today and is expected to reach 5 billion in 2030 (60% of the total population)[footnoteRef:3]. From 70% rural, we are moving to a world where 70% of the population will be urban dwellers within just a century. Demographers predict a stabilization of the world population of around 10 billion people in 2070 and a large majority of these people will live in cities large and small. The majority of these inhabitants will be in what was once referred to as the "Third World"[footnoteRef:4]. The urban transition may be almost complete in Europe and America (North and South), but it is fully underway in Africa and Asia.
 [2:  The "slums" appeared with the industrial revolution, in London, Calcutta and many other cities. Slums then became the dominant form of urban housing in most industrialized countries for a century (1850-1950). The last great Parisian slum, in Nanterre, has survived until the 1970s.]  [3:  From the only internationally recognised source of demographic data, the UN Population Division (esa.un.org/unpd/wup)]  [4:  The "Third World" is a term from the 1950s which was followed by "Developing Countries" and "Countries of the South." Today it is common to divide these countries (which are part of the group known as "G77" in the UN) into emerging economies (all of whom are members of the G20), intermediate countries and least developed countries (LDCs). The Third World has disappeared from the media but the slums (or third quarters?) remain a reality in most of the "countries of the South."] 

[bookmark: _Toc412038884]AN URBAN WORLD

The world is urbanizing, irreversibly. The urban population of Africa, which now stands at 470 million people, will reach one billion before 2040. The cities, regardless of their size, offer citizens the opportunity to share public spaces, to exercise their rights and to find jobs. They also allow the adoption of common social values and democratic forms of governance. However cities do not offer similar conditions and opportunities to all social groups. The majority of the urban population is subject to multiple economic, social, cultural and environmental constraints. In many cities the social and spatial divide between rich and poor is an obvious factor of instability and generates economic and social costs, not just for poor people, but also for the whole society. This is true in the South as in the North.

In developing countries, urban growth has long been characterized by the informal and illegal nature of human settlements and by growing poverty and expanding slums. The slum population had reached one billion as of the turn of the century. Since then, some countries have managed to curb the expansion of slums and improve the living conditions of their populations. According to estimates by UN-Habitat, between 2000 and 2010, a total of 227 million urban poor have seen their living conditions improved significantly. In this context, Asia is at the forefront of the efforts. It is estimated that the region has seen improvements in the lives of 172 million slum dwellers during the decade 2000-2010. However performance is uneven - whilst China has significantly reduced urban poverty, in Bangladesh by contrast 60% of urban dwellers still live in slums.

During the last 20 years, the countries of Latin America have made significant progress in the fight against inadequate housing. Similarly in North Africa the number and proportion of slum dwellers have declined steadily. Egypt, Morocco and Tunisia have been the best performers in the region. In Sub-Saharan Africa however, the proportion of the urban population living in slums has diminished by less than 5% in 10 years, and the absolute number of slum dwellers continues to increase.







[bookmark: _Toc412038885]ONE QUARTER OF THE URBAN POPULATION

UN-Habitat estimates that the world has about 850 million slum dwellers at the moment. This represents 22% of the urban population of the planet or 28% of the urban population of the South. But what do we call a slum, a shanty?

The slum population includes all people who share one or more of the following features: lack of access to clean water, inadequate sanitation facilities, overcrowded housing or insufficiently durable housing. This international definition is a compromise between theoretical and methodological considerations, particularly in terms of data collection. The security of residential tenure (i.e. absence of risk of expulsion) is not included in this definition because there is no method to adequately measure such security and there is such a wide variety of land tenure systems in the world.

National statistics rarely provide the geographical distribution of such poor housing conditions and generally do not specify the severity of these conditions, i.e. units which combine several of the above-mentioned deficiencies. Such statistical disaggregation would enable better targeting of national and local policies and programmes.

[bookmark: _Toc412038886]VARIETIES OF SLUMS 

Why do slums exist? The answer is simple: because they provide cheap housing and require little public investment in infrastructure and services. Their existence is not by mistake, but by design and the goal is to lower the cost of labour. They can be an economic necessity in times of rapid change (e.g. the Third World for the last half century) and growth (e.g. England in the XIXth century) and reappear in times of crisis and decline (e.g. Russian deteriorated peripheries, Detroit, Southern Europe soon?). Slums are the visible expression of urban poverty and social inequality.

The slums cover a very different reality from one country to another and from one region to another. They are not all sordid and dangerous. Some are made of tenants, other of squatters, others of more or less recognized owners. Some are overcrowded and unhealthy (e.g. in South Asia), others are semi-rural (e.g. in Africa). Some occupy public land, others have invaded underutilised or unoccupied private land. Some have no services, while others have tap water or public fountains. Most are horizontal, one-storey units, but some are vertical, particularly in the suburbs of former Soviet Union.

The density (synonymous with promiscuity) and sanitation (whose absence undermines human dignity) are the two essential criteria of differentiation. Beyond 1,000 inhabitants per hectare and in the absence of public toilets (the situation in Nairobi or Dhaka) life is really difficult. The worst slums do not occur in the poorest cities (those of West Africa), but in the most unequal cities, those where urban services are more expensive for the poor than for the rich, those in which land is monopolized by the powerful, along with their banks and high-rise offices.

[bookmark: _Toc412038887]MULTIPLE INNOVATIONS

But the poor are not passive victims, they react. In fact the slums, squatter settlements or favelas are daily demonstrations of how people are struggling to survive, how they innovate by mobilizing resources and energies, how they create their own jobs and how they transform their environment.

We mentioned the flying toilets but other more durable innovations deserve attention. Collective self-managed toilets for example, where people are building a shower and toilet block by releasing a plot, and then outsource the management and maintenance to a prominent member of the community who is duly paid. The recycling of household materials and objects is also an area conducive to innovation and demonstrate in all latitudes the famous Lavoisier's maxim: "Nothing is lost, nothing is created, everything is transformed." Slum residents are very creative, for example tyres are made into shoes, cans are flattened to create mini-containers or briefcases and could also become roofing sheets[footnoteRef:5]. Garbage is often handpicked by dozens of teenagers in open dumps and recycled in Manila as in Cairo, Mexico City or Lagos. Gangs sometimes control this activity and oppose the modernization of waste treatment. In the field of transport innovations are frequent; Kolkata still authorizes rickshaws but Benin mototaxis were invented long before they appeared in Paris. Today thanks to the low prices of two wheels (made in China), boda bodas(motorbike taxis) proliferate in Nairobi and many other cities. They can carry 2 or 3 clients at a time and can use routes that are inaccessible to cars.  [5:  The French word “Bidonville” originated in Morocco during the 1930s] 


One cannot speak of urban services without mentioning the great success of the past fifteen years: the mobile phone. This is the first investment of all slum dwellers and is sometimes worn as a pendant around the neck. They are completely essential as a call may mean a job opportunity or a financial transaction. It may not have been invented in a slum but has been adapted, simplified and adjusted to the needs and local resources. Kenya was the first country in the world where money transfers can be made by phone. Called M-Pesa, the system launched in 2007 is used by half of the Kenyan population, from the humblest to the elite. It is now available in India but no Western country has yet dared to adopt this system. In architecture an interesting example of innovation is the incremental vertical development of buildings, typical of Cairo, which come to resemble slums by their occupation density (more than 3 persons per room) and sometimes collapse...

Slum residents have influenced or supported many other innovations, some of which are institutional in character. In Latin America cities this includes collective invasions of land, which is then developed by informal means and can be completed in a few days. Community contracts may be concluded by residents' associations with small businesses in order to build social infrastructure in Asian slums. Participatory budgeting born in the Brazilian cities is another well-known innovation which will be soon adopted by the City Council of Paris. It allows people to express their priorities, to participate in financial decisions and control their elected officials. Slum residents are not always the most active in this participatory process but their associations can make their voices heard and get investments benefiting these residents.

The Street Art of South African townships, the set-up of judicial systems managed at community level, or local support programmes for street children, all reflect the determination and resilience of these neighbourhoods. In slums hundreds of micro-entrepreneurs emerge, develop and disappear every day. The slum is a complex world with its share of ingenuity, tensions and violence, but also of solidarity and inventiveness.

In fact you can sketch a simplified typology of these innovations. On the one hand the endogenous innovations that come directly from the slums (e.g. recycling) differ from the exogenous innovations brought by NGOs or by the formal sector (such as the mobile phone), but the border between these two sources is fluid and permeable. Second, and perhaps most important, we must distinguish the innovations of survival (such as flying toilets) and those geared to development (such as community contracts). Governments should in principle render useless the first category and encourage the second.

[bookmark: _Toc412038888]LAND POLICY AND PUBLIC INVESTMENT

[bookmark: _GoBack]How then can governments help slum dwellers to improve their living conditions? Success usually results from a combination of proactive policies that include the restructuring of existing slums, securing residential tenure, improved access to basic services, planning of urban extensions and new land development, the facilitation of affordable housing as an alternative to slums and integrated programmes managed locally and supported by national frameworks.

Land policy, planning regulations and subsidies typically fall into governmental duties. The availability of affordable land and its proximity to employment areas is essential in order to prevent the formation of new slums and to allow resettlement. Public intervention is necessary in terms of land legislation, land use planning and the provision of urban infrastructure. Universal experience also shows that public subsidies are needed to facilitate the eradication and prevention of slums. China spends more than 20 billion Euros per year of central funds on urban renewal, Brazil 2 billion Euros. Public grants arise from municipal, provincial or central government sources and encourage further investment from the beneficiaries themselves, whether in kind, in labour or in cash. They play a pivotal role by allowing the slum dwellers to take in hand their urban destiny.

In situ improvement programmes, often applauded by the communities, focus on basic services, while resettlement programmes give more importance to proper housing. Policies need to actually answer a key policy question: to improve or eradicate slums? One would assume that as countries become wealthier they demolish their slums and relocate the inhabitants, while the poorer they are, the more they try to gradually improve their slums. There are many variations, however. For example, we note that while China and Turkey may eradicate their slums by demolition and reconstruction, South Africa and Egypt instead focus on the upgrading of informal areas, while Morocco and Brazil combine both approaches. One might also think that in situ renovation is less expensive than full reconstruction, but this is not always the case, especially in high density areas.

In Mumbai, India, the proposed Dharavi redevelopment model has attracted international attention. Dharavi is a large well-located slum with more than half a million inhabitants, where a radical approach inspired by Chinese practices and based on a public-private partnership was tried; in theory a "win-win" solution. The idea was for the authorities to sell this informal settlement to private developers who would replace the shanties with high-rise buildings and relocate the residents for free in modern buildings, either locally or in other areas. Developed in 2004, the project has encountered stiff opposition from the slum inhabitants, who work mostly in Dharavi and refuse to move away, so it was not implemented. Financial and social goals don’t always come together.

Actually interventions vary according to the location of the slums. Those located in central areas with high land values are almost always subject to displacement and resettlement, while those at the periphery tend to be subject to on-site improvements. Very few cities, including those in industrialized countries have been able to maintain low-income populations in areas coveted by investors. This does not mean however that governments should adopt policies of laissez-faire or refrain from regulating land markets.

[bookmark: _Toc412038889]A COMMON FUTURE[footnoteRef:6] [6:  According to some environmentalists, the environment is a global problem while urban management is a purely local matter. In fact the slums (the everyday environment of the poor) deserve universal attention.] 

The future of cities could be dark and violent if we do not address the spontaneous evolution (the infamous “invisible hand”) that shepherds the world towards ghettos for all; for the rich (occupying opulent villas or gentrified historical centres), for the middle class (able to access individual attached housing), the poor (crammed into dilapidated apartment buildings) and the destitute (surviving in slums, in hazardous areas or on the pavements), both in developing countries and in rich countries, whose decline has started. We must learn from the slums, learn from their survival strengths, their inventiveness, their vitality and their resilience. The barbarians are at the borders and they may foreshadow our common future[footnoteRef:7].


 [7:  "Our Common Future" is the title of the report of the UN Commission on the Environment (Brundtland Commission). Issued in 1987, it introduced the concept of sustainable development.] 
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