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Topic 001: Slums and Urban Poverty	

Introduction 

The world is undergoing the largest wave of urban growth in history, but with it is 

growing one of the fundamental global challenges of the 21st century – urban slums. The 

United Nations Humans Settlement Programme (UN-Habitat) identifies inadequate access to 

safe water, inadequate access to sanitation and infrastructure, poor structural quality of housing, 

overcrowding, and insecure residential status as the five characteristics that define the urban 

slum. On one hand, slums are the manifestation of the characteristics of urban poverty 

such as the ones identified in the United Nations Human Settlement Programme.1 

However, slums are also the manifestation of the immense resourcefulness and resilience 

that arise when disadvantaged populations respond to adversity. Proactive and reactive 

measures spent on improving the lives of the urban poor can provide immense economic 

and social returns through unlocking the productivity of millions. There may be no more 

																																																								
1 http://unhabitat.org/urban-themes/housing-slum-upgrading/ 
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pressing challenge to the sustainability and security of cities than the future of slum 

dwellers. 

 

Slum Formation 

Rapid urbanization has the potential to bring huge social, cultural, economic and 

environmental transformations, however the wealth disparity associated with urbanization 

has exasperated urban poverty. Slums occur because of the inability of a city to plan for 

sudden booms and falls of prosperity that come with the economic changes in the 21st 

century. The beginnings of a slum usually correlate to a government unable to provide 

affordable housing for its low-income neighborhoods. Many of the largest slums – some 

megacities – are a failure to coordinate between different levels of authorities responsible 

for the urban planning and social services of a city. The last decade has marked an 

unprecedented growth of urban slums from an estimated 998 million slum dwellers in 

2005, with the number of slum dwellers hypothesized to double by 2030.2  

 

Land and Tenure 

The need for security of tenure is a primary concern for the livelihoods of every 

population living in urban slums. The UN Declaration of Human Rights, article 25, designates 

housing as a right for everyone.3 In several developing cities in Asia, Latin America, sub-

Saharan Africa, the majority of the urban population is living in irregular settlements, 

																																																								
2 http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?newsid=8427 
 
3 http://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/ 
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rooms and flats in rundown and dilapidated buildings – features that characterize 

countless urban slums. Settlements in urban slums are not conclusively illegal settlements, 

in many cases they are filled with tenants and subtenants in unauthorized land for rent or 

in urban fringes on public land. Tenure security in urban slums is not exclusive to the 

urban poor. In many cases, middle income and working families are forced to settle in 

these areas because the formal housing market cannot meet their demands. The United 

Nations Humans Settlement Programme identifies a steady and consistent deterioration 

in the housing conditions of the urban poor. (UNCHS, 2001) Housing is a basic social 

condition that ingrained in the environmental, social, cultural, and economic wellbeing of 

communities and will be necessary to for the sustainable development of urban 

settlements. 

Figure 1: The slums of Dharavi, display the cramped conditions in which almost 1 
million people live. 
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Methods of Segregation 

While the lack of adequate housing options initiates urban slums, the segregation of 

the urban poor from the urban rich exasperates the problem. The exclusion of the urban 

poor causes urban slums to forfeit many of the essential social services for a sustainable 

life that follow more wealthy parts of the population. The lack of social services such as 

waste treatment, education, quality health care and sanitation, devastate the urban poor. 

Traditionally, there are several mechanisms used to exclude the urban poor from 

communities such as restrictive covenants, building codes, racial segregation, and selective 

housing types to match neighborhoods. An example is the planning decision to restrict 

apartment building which can exclude the urban poor from sections of cities and 

sometimes whole neighborhoods, unaffordable to their circumstances. Historically, the 

movement of the middle class and the loss of jobs from deindustrialization is the reason 

behind massive wealth disparities in cities. In extreme instances, such as in Mt. 

Laurel, New Jersey, courts have deemed the exploitation of land laws to exclude poor 

people from communities illegal. Concentrated urban poverty has peaked because of this 

increasing wealth disparity and paralyzed the urban poor from re-joining neighborhoods 

that provide a better future. 

 

Health and Sanitation   

 The World Bank has stated that living conditions in many urban slums are worse than 

the poorest rural areas in the country.4 Imagine pockets of communities of crammed 

																																																								
4 http://www.yorku.ca/bunchmj/ICEH/proceedings/Sundari_S_ICEH_papers_537to552.pdf 
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without any waste treatment and water treatment; such is the case in Dharavi, India 

where the toilet is foreign to much of the population. Urban slums have become a 

breeding ground for vicious and infectious diseases in cities. More than half of the 

urban population in developing countries suffer from a disease associated with poor 

waste treatment and sanitation.5 

The foul aftereffects from ditches, garbage dumping, dirty water, canal beds, noise 

pollution are all evidence that of the deterioration in environmental health because of 

urbanization. Slum dwellers are the victims of terrible environmental health. For 

example, waste treatment, or the lack of waste treatment in slums has not only 

damaged the environment, but also breeds mosquito, fly and rodent borne diseases 

including typhoid, diarrhea, plague, and cholera. The World Health Organization has 

stated that air pollutants exceed acceptable standards in almost every urban slum in 

India.6 In conclusion, the urban poor in many slums are consistently being subjected to 

unsanitary and unhealthy environments that are destructive to their livelihoods. 

 

 

																																																								
5 http://www.yorku.ca/bunchmj/ICEH/proceedings/Sundari_S_ICEH_papers_537to552.pdf 
6 https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3612296/ 
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Figure 2: Public bathrooms in Shivaji Nagar, a slum in Mumbai where the ratio of 
toilets to people is at 1 to 300. 
 
 
 

Municipal Strategies and Approaches 

       The premise for successful and positive impact in urban slums is that the livability 

of urban areas is built upon people who live and dwell in slums as the foundation of 

decision making. As a result, municipal decision making, and local interventions are 

pivotal towards combating urban poverty. The participation of urban stakeholders are 

a “powerful instrument to mobilize low income communities” and empower 

communities to act against the urban challenges that surround their daily lives.7 The 

																																																								
7https://www.citiesalliance.org/sites/citiesalliance.org/files/CA_Images/Approaches_to_Urban_Slums_WB
I.pdf 
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implementation of a participatory planning process and the interactive process 

between the municipality and future inhabitants, provide invaluable benefits to slum 

development. For example, community involvement is able to identify the priorities 

and urgency of different collective services – community toilets, water systems, waste 

treatment, laundry rooms, and hospitals – vital in to the urban poor. Furthermore, it is 

possible to support social sustainability through participatory planning. The slum 

dwellers, who are involved in the slum upgrading, are more likely to maintain and 

motivate community services such as community toilets. Municipal bottom-up 

approaches have an immense role to play in developing a social identity and 

revitalizing the sustainability of urban slums. 

 

UN-Habitat Housing and Slum Upgrading Programme 

       The Participatory Slum Upgrading Programme was launched in 2008 as a joined 

effort between several nationalities and UN-Habitat. The approach of the Participatory 

Slum Upgrading Programme is “grounded on its emphasis on integrating slum dwellers into the 

broader urban fabric and adopting a positive stance towards slum dwellers and in-situ slum upgrading, 

using city-wide participatory planning methods.” (UN-Habitat). The programme cooperates 

with African, Caribbean and Pacific nations to address the challenges of slums and the 

living standards among urban slums. Collaboration between nations allows the 

exchanges of slum upgrading strategies and approaches, and facilitates the dialogue to 

create the “mindset” needed for slum upgrading on the global level. As of 2016, the 
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programme has impacted 35 African, Caribbean and Pacific countries, 160 cities, and 

over 2 million slum dwellers.8 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, slums are not a result of chance; they are the consequence of 

inequalities of wealth in a country and the inaction of government in addressing that 

inequality. As long as urban policymakers continue to solely focus on physical renewal 

without considering the economic and social parallels to slum renewal, then change will 

never occur. The problems of human decay are much worse than the problems of 

physical decay as it is always “human development that breathes life into physical development.”9 

The solutions to urban slums are complex and will cut through the social, cultural, legal 

and environmental fabrics of urban communities to the very lives of slum dwellers.  

 

Pertinent Questions  

What factors cause the formation of urban slums in developing countries? What factors 
cause the formation of urban squalors in developed countries? 
 
What are the risks and consequences of slums on the health of individual inhabitants? What 
are the ramifications of slums on the social and environmental health of the community? 
 
How should cities and governments respond to an individual that is illegally occupying land 
with no other available home or shelter? 
 
How can cities and governments mobilize the local community to combat the challenges of 
urban poverty? 
 

																																																								
8 "Housing & slum upgrading." Housing & slum upgrading – UN-Habitat. http://unhabitat.org/urban-
themes/housing-slum-upgrading/. 
	
9 Alfredo Brillembourg, Kristin Feireiss, and Hubert Klumpner, eds., Informal City: Caracas Case  
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Should the United Nations dedicate more financial resources to facilitate the development of 
urban settlements in developing countries? If yes, where should these resources be spent? 
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