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Dear Delegates, 

 

Welcome to the 2017 National Model United Nations New York Conference (NMUN•NY)! We are pleased to introduce you to our 

committee, the United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-Habitat). This year’s staff is: Directors Maya Kazamel 

(Conference A) and Ashley Boyer (Conference B), and Assistant Directors Tanvi Jaluka (Conference A) and Alliyah Edwards 

(Conference B). Maya completed her B.Sc. in Architectural Engineering with a minor in Economics in 2014 and currently works at 

a real estate advisory firm in Dubai. This will be her third year on staff, and she is excited to return to NMUN•NY. Ashley received 

both her B.A. and M.A. in Political Science with an emphasis on international development. She currently works at a global 

corporation and is looking forward to her third year on NMUN•NY staff. Tanvi received her B.A. in International Studies and 

Economics from Vassar College. She is currently working on promoting women's economic empowerment at the Center for Global 

Development in Washington, D.C. Alliyah is pursuing her B.A. in Political Science with a minor in Economics. She is honored to be 

a part of this Conference and looks forward to serving as Assistant Director.  

 The topics under discussion for UN-Habitat are: 
I. Promoting Sustainable and Resilient Urbanization through Information and Communications Technology 

II. Ensuring Access to Adequate Water, Sanitation, and Hygiene to Promote Urban Health 

III. Eliminating Urban Slums and Ensuring Access to Adequate Housing 
  
UN-Habitat is an integral player in the UN’s development agenda, striving to ensure that urbanization issues are prioritized globally. 

To this end, UN-Habitat collaborates with all actors, including state governments, local authorities, civil society organizations, and 

international and non-governmental organizations to promote sustainable cities. Well-planned and developed settlement areas that 

ensure the provision of basic goods and services are vital to UN-Habitat’s work in support of sustainable urban development. 
 

This Background Guide serves as an introduction to the topics for this committee. However, it is not intended to replace individual 

research. We encourage you to explore your Member State’s policies in depth and use the Annotated Bibliography and Bibliography 

to further your knowledge on these topics. In preparation for the Conference, each delegation will submit a Position Paper by  

11:59 p.m. (Eastern) on 1 March 2017 in accordance with the guidelines in the Position Paper Guide and the NMUN•NY Position 

Papers website. 
  
Two essential resources for your preparation are the Delegate Preparation Guide and the NMUN Rules of Procedure available to 

download from the NMUN website. The Delegate Preparation Guide explains each step in the delegate process, from pre-

Conference research to the committee debate and resolution drafting processes. The NMUN Rules of Procedure include the long and 

short form of the rules, as well as an explanatory narrative and example script of the flow of procedure. In tandem, these documents 

thus serve as essential instruments in preparing for the Conference and as a reference during committee sessions. 
  
Please take note of information in the Delegate Preparation Guide on plagiarism and the prohibition of pre-written working papers 

and resolutions. Additionally, please review the NMUN Policies and Codes of Conduct on the NMUN website regarding the 

Conference dress code; awards philosophy and evaluation method; and codes of conduct for delegates, faculty, and guests regarding 

diplomacy and professionalism. Importantly, any instances of sexual harassment or discrimination based on race, gender, sexual 

orientation, national origin, religion, age, or disability will not be tolerated. Adherence to these policies is mandatory.   
  
If you have any questions concerning your preparation for the committee or the Conference itself, please contact the Under-

Secretaries-General for the Development Department, Alexander Rudolph (Conference A) and Samantha Winn (Conference B), at 

usg.development@nmun.org.  
  
We wish you all the best in your preparations and look forward to seeing you at the Conference! 

  
Sincerely, 
  

Conference A                                                                         Conference B 

Maya Kazamel, Director                                                          Ashley Boyer, Director 

Tanvi Jaluka, Assistant Director                                  Alliyah Edwards, Assistant Director 
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between entities. Examine the diagram alongside the Committee Overview to gain a clear picture of the committee's position, purpose, and powers within the UN system. 
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The United Nations Human Settlements 

Programme (UN-Habitat) is a Programme 

and Fund of the United Nations, reporting 

to the Economic and Social Council and 

the General Assembly. 

 

At NMUN•NY 2017, we are simulating the Governing Council of UN-Habitat in terms of composition and 

size; however, delegates are not limited to the strict mandate of the Council, as a budgetary and 

administrative body, during the conference. On the contrary, for the purposes of NMUN•NY 2017, and in 

line with the educational mission of the conference, the committee has the ability to make programmatic 

and policy decisions on issues within the mandate of UN-Habitat in line with the overall function of the 

organization. 

Committee Overview 

Introduction  

Rapid urbanization places immense pressure on the environment, 

industries, and infrastructure.1 By 2050, an estimated 70% of the global 

population will be living in an urban area.2 If prioritized, urbanization 

can serve as an opportunity to further sustainable development for 

those who live in cities.3 However, unabated urbanization poses 

significant risks to the general global livelihood.4 Inadequate urban 

planning and limited housing have fed the growth of urban slums; in some cities, up to 80% of the population lives 

in slums.5 By 2030, informal urban settlements will house an estimated 3 billion people, all of whom will need 

access to adequate housing, infrastructure, and basic services.6 Obstacles to establishing adequate housing include 

affordability, sustainability, and limited capacity for governance.7  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The United Nations (UN) General Assembly established the UN Habitat and Human Settlements Foundation 

(UNHHSF) on 1 January 1975 with the purpose of addressing urbanization issues.8 Under the auspices of the United 

Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), UNHHSF was tasked with assisting country-level human settlement 

programs through the delivery of fiscal and technical assistance.9 The 1976 Habitat I conference in Vancouver, 

Canada, was the first global conference to acknowledge the pervasive challenges of urbanization.10 The conference 

adopted the Vancouver Declaration on Human Settlements (1976), which established a global framework for 

Member States to respond to rapid urbanization and recommended the creation of the UN Commission on Human 

Settlements and its Secretariat, the UN Centre for Human Settlements (Habitat).11 In 1996, the UN hosted Habitat II, 

its second conference pertaining to the holistic functioning of cities.12 This conference was initiated to evaluate 

global progress since Habitat I and to outline goals for the new millennium.13 The resulting Istanbul Declaration on 

Human Settlements (1996), also known as the Habitat Agenda, established over 100 commitments and 600 

recommendations pertaining to the provision of adequate human shelter and sustainable human settlements.14 The 

Habitat Agenda outlined the goal of ensuring the creation of sustainable cities with adequate housing, employment, 

water, sanitation, and other basic public services.15 

 

The UN system significantly reformed its approach to human settlements after the adoption of the UN Millennium 

Declaration (2000).16 General Assembly resolution 56/206 of 26 February 2002 on “Strengthening the mandate and 

                                                 

1 UN-Habitat, Housing & slum upgrading. 
2 UN DESA, Cities for a sustainable future, 2014.  
3 Ibid. 
4 UN-Habitat, Housing & slum upgrading. 
5 Ibid. 
6 UN-Habitat, Up for slum dwellers – transforming a billion lives campaign unveiled in Europe, 2016.  
7 UN-Habitat, Housing & slum upgrading. 
8 UN-Habitat, History, mandate & role in the UN System. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. 
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status of the Commission on Human Settlements and the status, role and functions of the United Nations Centre for 

Human Settlements” consolidated the UN Commission on Human Settlements, Habitat, and the UNHHSF into the 

UN Human Settlements Programme (UN-Habitat).17 UN-Habitat emerged as an integral player in the UN system’s 

development agenda.18 Today, UN-Habitat collaborates with governments, the private sector, and many 

intergovernmental and civil society organizations (CSOs) to ensure that urbanization issues are prioritized 

globally.19 UN-Habitat also plays an important role in implementing the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 

(2015).20 The international community continues to advance its approach to urban development in light of emerging 

challenges. The UN Conference on Housing and Sustainable Urban Development (Habitat III) took place in Quito, 

Ecuador, from 17-20 October 2016.21 Conference participants adopted the New Urban Agenda (2016), which will 

serve as a framework for global stakeholders to achieve sustainable and equitable urban development.22 

Governance, Structure, and Membership 

UN-Habitat reports to the General Assembly through the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) regarding all 

fiscal matters and organizational activities.23 UN-Habitat is primarily funded through regular budget allocations 

approved by the General Assembly and voluntary contributions from Member States and intergovernmental 

donors.24 UN-Habitat also receives donations from other UN entities, local authorities, and the private sector to fund 

country-level technical projects and specific policy work.25 UN-Habitat has a Governing Council (GC) that meets 

every two years to establish strategic policy objectives for the organization, adopt programs, and propose the 

budget.26 The GC consists of 58 Member States elected by ECOSOC according to regional distribution.27 In addition 

to its biennial meetings, the GC hosts special sessions as needed.28 GC sessions are open to non-Member States, as 

well as non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and other UN entities without voting privileges.29  

 

UN-Habitat also has a Secretariat that ensures the implementation of the GC’s decisions via strategies, programs, 

and initiatives.30 The Secretariat serves as the executive body of UN-Habitat and is based in Nairobi, Kenya.31 The 

Secretariat includes the Office of the Executive Director, Project Office, Office of Management, and External 

Relations.32 The Executive Director plays an integral role in shaping the UN-Habitat agenda and priorities, thereby 

ensuring adherence to the organizational mandate.33 Regional offices also assist with project implementation, 

including the Regional Office for Africa (ROAf), the Regional Office for Arab States (ROAS), the Regional Office 

for Asia and the Pacific (ROAP), and the Regional Office for Latin America and the Caribbean (ROLAC).34 The 

Committee of Permanent Representatives (CPR), which is comprised of ambassadors or foreign envoys assigned to 

UN-Habitat, serves to ensure that the objectives of the GC are carried out by the Secretariat.35 The CPR has a 

supervisory role and represents the GC on the Secretariat to address any potential issues that arise between the 

biennial meetings of the GC.36  

                                                 

17 UN General Assembly, Strengthening the mandate and status of the Commission on Human Settlements and the status, role 

and functions of the United Nations Centre for Human Settlements (A/RES/56/206), 2002.  
18 UN-Habitat, History, mandate & role in the UN System. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Habitat III, The New Urban Agenda, 2016. 
22 Ibid. 
23 UN-Habitat, Governing Council.  
24 UN-Habitat, Our Donors. 
25 Ibid. 
26 UN-Habitat, UN-Habitat at a glance; UN-Habitat, 25th Governing Council. 
27 UN-Habitat, Governing Council; UN-Habitat, Members. 
28 UN-Habitat, Governing Council. 
29 Ibid. 
30 Ibid. 
31 UN-Habitat, Our Secretariat. 
32 Ibid. 
33 UN-Habitat, Governing Council. 
34 UN-Habitat, Our Secretariat. 
35 UN-Habitat, Committee of Permanent Representatives.  
36 Ibid. 
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Mandate, Functions, and Powers 

The General Assembly has mandated UN-Habitat to “promote socially and environmentally sustainable towns and 

cities with the goal of providing adequate shelter for all.”37 UN-Habitat also serves as a key partner in implementing 

the Habitat Agenda.38 UN-Habitat advocates for well-planned and sustainably developed settlement areas to ensure 

the provision of basic goods and services.39 The organization is able to establish initiatives and action plans to shape 

policy.40 However, UN-Habitat does not have the authority to enforce project implementation in Member States.41 

Despite its limitations, UN-Habitat has played an integral role in international development by providing partnership 

programs and targeted guidance to policymakers.42 

 

UN-Habitat’s current mandate builds upon General Assembly resolutions 3327 (XXIX) (1974) and 32/162 (1977), 

which created UN-Habitat’s predecessors: UNHHSF, the UN Commission on Human Settlements, and Habitat.43 

UN-Habitat was formally established by General Assembly resolution 56/206 of 26 February 2002 on 

“Strengthening the mandate and status of the Commission on Human Settlements and the status, role and functions 

of the United Nations Centre for Human Settlements.”44 On 22 December 2015, the General Assembly adopted 

resolution 70/210 on “Implementation of the outcome of the United Nations Conference on Human Settlements 

(Habitat II) and strengthening of the United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-Habitat),” which 

strengthened the governance of UN-Habitat and reinforced its central role in implementing 2030 Agenda.45 

 

In addition to the Habitat Agenda, foundational documents that showcase the increasing precedence of sustainable 

urbanization and ensuring adequate housing for all include the Vancouver Declaration on Human Settlements (1976) 

and the Declaration on Cities and Other Human Settlements in the New Millennium (2001).46 UN-Habitat was 

influenced by the UN Millennium Declaration, which established the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs).47 

Target 7.D aimed to improve the lives of over 100 million slum dwellers by the year 2020.48 The Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development also advance the urbanization 

agenda.49 SDG 11 outlines the goal of making cities inclusive, safe, resilient, and sustainable.50 Likewise, SDG 17 

stipulates the goal of strengthening and revitalizing global partnerships for sustainable development.51 The New 

Urban Agenda adopted at Habitat III in 2016 will further shape UN-Habitat’s work in years to come. 52  

Recent Sessions and Current Priorities 

UN-Habitat’s Strategic Plan (2014-2019) outlines seven areas: urban legislation, land, and governance; urban 

planning and design; urban economy; urban basic services; housing and slum upgrading; risk reduction and 

rehabilitation; and research and capacity development.53 UN-Habitat considers partnerships a vital component of 

                                                 

37 UN-Habitat, Mandate.  
38 UN General Assembly, Strengthening the mandate and status of the Commission on Human Settlements and the status, role 

and functions of the United Nations Centre for Human Settlements (A/RES/56/206), 2002. 
39 UN-Habitat, Mandate. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Ibid. 
42 Ibid. 
43 UN General Assembly, Establishment of the United Nations Habitat and Human Settlements Foundation (A/RES/3327(XXIX)), 

1974; UN General Assembly, Institutional arrangements for international co-operation in the field of human 

settlements (A/RES/32/162), 1977. 
44 UN General Assembly, Strengthening the mandate and status of the Commission on Human Settlements and the status, role 

and functions of the United Nations Centre for Human Settlements (A/RES/56/206), 2002. 
45 UN General Assembly, Implementation of the outcome of the United Nations Conference on Human Settlements (Habitat II) 

and strengthening of the United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-Habitat) (A/RES/70/210), 2015.  
46 UN-Habitat, History, mandate & role in the UN System. 
47 Ibid. 
48 Ibid. 
49 UN DPI, Goal 11: Make cities inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable, 2016. 
50 Ibid. 
51 Ibid. 
52 Habitat III, The New Urban Agenda, 2016. 
53 UN-Habitat, UN-Habitat’s Strategic Plan 2014- 2019, pp. 9-12.   
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promoting inclusive human settlement developments; it strives to include all sects of society in the urbanization 

process.54 Habitat Agenda Partners (HAP) include various entities who work with UN-Habitat to promote 

sustainable urbanization and human settlements.55 UN-Habitat has initiated thematic networks with various HAPs to 

enable multi-level urbanization cooperation.56  

 

UN-Habitat is currently active in more than 70 countries worldwide; key thematic areas include urban policy advice 

at the government level, addressing the proliferation of slums, housing issues, and post-disaster recovery programs.57 

The Africa Urban Agenda Programme is one of many programs in which UN-Habitat is actively engaged.58 The 

Africa Urban Agenda Programme works to establish people-centered processes that enhance local accountability, 

promoting ownership among citizens for the sustainable development of Africa as a whole.59  In 2016, UN-Habitat 

partnered with a team of four urban planning offices on research pertaining to urban regeneration in Mexico.60 The 

Urban Planning and Design Lab of UN-Habitat and the UN-Habitat Office in Mexico are working together with a 

team of four urban planning offices to initiate a “spatial, economic, social and financial pilot project” for the 

regeneration of affordable housing in Mexico City.61 

 

On 21 September 2016, UN-Habitat hosted a policy dialogue with the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development (OECD) on financing cities in order to implement SDG 11.62 During this dialogue, particular attention 

was paid to cities in Africa, where rapid urbanization is expected to double the urban population by 2035.63 The 

financing of infrastructure is particularly important as the infrastructure investment gap is exacerbating “exclusive, 

unplanned and unsafe” urbanization.64 Many municipal governments are facing budgeting crises in relation to 

infrastructure and planning and are in desperate need of partnership and support to effectively address the 

urbanization challenges.65 Finally, the Habitat III conference and the New Urban Agenda marked a significant 

advancement in the international community’s approach to sustainable urban development.66 

Conclusion  

UN-Habitat advances global urbanization issues in accordance with the principles of efficiency and sustainability.67 

As the primary international organization working to ensure that cities provide safe and adequate housing for all, 

UN-Habitat holds a unique position within the global arena.68 UN-Habitat provides a platform for international 

collaboration to ensure sustainable urbanization. Despite substantial progress, much work remains to be done. UN-

Habitat is poised to play a vital role in the realization of the SDGs and the New Urban Agenda. 

 

Annotated Bibliography  

United Nations, General Assembly, Fifty-sixth session. (2002). Strengthening the mandate and status of the 

Commission on Human Settlements and the status, role and functions of the United Nations Centre for Human 

Settlements (Habitat) (A/RES/56/206) [Resolution]. Adopted on the report of the Second Committee (A/56/565). 

Retrieved 19 July 2016 from: http://undocs.org/A/RES/56/206  

This resolution is foundational for understanding the role and functions of UN-Habitat and an 

integral source for delegates as it outlines the history and initial establishment of the committee. 

Additionally, it provides a comprehensive overview of the mandate and structure of the 

                                                 

54 UN-Habitat, Our Partners. 
55 Ibid. 
56 Ibid. 
57 UN-Habitat, Africa Urban Agenda Programme. 
58 Ibid. 
59 Ibid. 
60 UN-Habitat, UN-Habitat and partners in urban regeneration in Mexico City, 2016.  
61 Ibid. 
62 UN-Habitat, Policy Dialogue with OECD looks at financing cities, 2016.  
63 Ibid. 
64 Ibid. 
65 Ibid. 
66 Habitat III, The New Urban Agenda, 2016. 
67 UN-Habitat, History, mandate & role in the UN System. 
68 UN-Habitat, International Guidelines on Urban and Territorial Planning discussed at ISOCARP Congress, 2016. 

http://undocs.org/A/RES/56/206
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organization and serves as a useful starting point for delegates in understanding the primary 

mission and aim of UN-Habitat. This document is responsible for establishing UN-Habitat in its 

current form.  

United Nations Human Settlements Programme. (n.d.). Goals & strategies of UN-Habitat [Website]. Retrieved 30 

August 2016 from: http://unhabitat.org/about-us/goals-and-strategies-of-un-habitat/  

This website can be utilized as a guide to understanding the immediate goals and visions of UN-

Habitat. UN-Habitat considers city planning, governance, and infrastructural development as 

highly important and directly related to ensuring adequate housing for all. This website discusses 

how the objectives of the committee have been framed historically by documents such as the 

Habitat Agenda and provides insight into how the goals of the committee are currently shaped by 

the Strategic Plan.  

United Nations Human Settlements Programme. (n.d.). History, mandate & role in the UN System [Website]. 

Retrieved 30 August 2016 from: http://unhabitat.org/about-us/history-mandate-role-in-the-un-system/  

This source can be utilized as a guide to understand the scope and mandate of the committee. It 

provides a historical perspective of urbanization issues and how the international community has 

addressed them overtime. In addition, this source discusses significant international developments 

that have shaped the global urbanization agenda such as Habitat I and Habitat II. This source 

should be utilized by delegates to frame their policies in their position papers.  

United Nations Human Settlements Programme. (n.d.). Strategic Plan 2014-2019. Retrieved 16 July 2016 from: 

http://unhabitat.org/un-habitats-strategic-plan-2014-2019/  

This report is essential for delegates to understand the most up-to-date priorities of UN-Habitat. 

The Strategic Plan is broken down into three components: strategic analysis, strategic choice, and 

strategy implementation, which outline current urbanization obstacles and an action plan to 

overcome said obstacles. Delegates should utilize this resource as a tool for framing their 

respective country policies to address the committee topics.  

United Nations Human Settlements Programme. (n.d.). UN-Habitat at a glance [Website]. Retrieved 16 July 2016 

from: http://unhabitat.org/about-us/un-habitat-at-a-glance/  

This website is particularly useful for gaining insight into the overall function of the committee. It 

provides valuable background into the committee history, mandate, and overall role within the UN 

system. Additionally, this website discusses UN-Habitat funding and the outlines the main goals 

and visions of the organization.  
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I. Promoting Sustainable and Resilient Urbanization through Information and 

Communications Technology 

“ICT has ushered significant and irrevocable changes in the way people live, boosted social prosperity, and had 

significant impact on the growth and competitiveness of economies and cities. For a majority of the world’s 

population, being connected is a de facto way of living.”69 

Introduction 

By 2050, cities will hold 66% of the world population, generate more than 80% of global gross domestic product 

(GDP), and house the majority of social and economic structures.70 Such conglomerations of human activity have 

consequently resulted in growing amounts of greenhouse gas emissions and other climate pollutants, which have 

contributed to global warming, public health crises, and food and water insecurity.71 As such, while urban 

development has the potential to create great economic benefits, poorly managed urban growth is likely to 

counterbalance them.72 In recent years, the United Nations (UN) has prioritized sustainability issues and encouraged 

investments by Member States and non-state actors that adhere to the economic, social, and sustainable needs of 

urban residents to revitalize existing cities and develop more sustainable ones.73 

 

The UN, in conjunction with organizations such as the World Bank and private energy companies, has stressed that 

urban investments that incorporate a large information and communications technology (ICT) component can meet 

future challenges.74 In general, ICT encompasses any communication device or application that provides 

information, including radio, television, Internet, mobile phones, satellite systems, and more.75 The rise of mobile 

technology, especially in the developing world, boomed as consumers discovered that the technology could be used 

not only as a communication device, but also as a device to connect to banking services, inform small-scale farmers 

about weather patterns, start businesses, and identify instances of corruption.76 As a channel for social collaboration 

and an important tool for the design and management of cities, ICT is leading to dramatic transformations in urban 

life.77 In particular, ICT supports sustainable urban development and promotes “smart cities” characterized by high-

quality public spaces, well-functioning communities, increased resource and operational efficiency, improved 

quality of life, and reduced carbon emissions.78 ICT can provide opportunities to strengthen political engagement, 

encourage interaction between governments and constituents, and foster transparency and mutual accountability.79  

 

While sustainability involves the proper management of resources to meet the needs of both current and future 

generations, resilience refers to the capacity of an urban system to recover from or absorb disaster and reorganize 

itself accordingly.80 The typical definition of sustainability must be adapted to suit an urban context.81 Urban 

sustainability must account for a more rapid increase and concentration of population, consumption, and waste.82 

Cities themselves are centers of production and consumption, but they rely on resources outside of an urban 

context.83 Member States must consider how cities can leverage ICT to become sites of optimal resource use, 

increased efficiency, and minimal waste, without straining resources from other regions.84 Resilient cities have 
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adaptive systems that can cope with disasters, climate change, and other hazards without needing to be drastically 

altered.85 Because these systems are so dynamic, city stakeholders must constantly revisit and update existing 

technology to adapt to change.86 

International and Regional Framework 

In addressing this topic, the UN Human Settlements Programme (UN-Habitat) is informed by the Declaration on 

Cities and Other Human Settlements in the New Millennium (2001), which advocates for sustainability and the use 

of technology in cities, including in slums and unplanned settlements.87 Important aspects of ICT for development 

are reinforced in the UN’s 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (2015) and Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs) 7, 9, and 11 of on clean energy, industry and infrastructure, and sustainable cities.88 The 2030 Agenda 

highlights the contribution of ICT to innovation, investment, sustainable consumption, economic and social equity, 

and opportunity.89 The SDGs discuss the potential benefits of ICT to renewable energy, resilient infrastructure, and 

urbanization more generally.90 Target 11.b encourages cities and human settlements to adopt policies and plans to 

improve resource efficiency, promote inclusion, mitigate climate change, and adapt to natural and manmade 

disasters.91  

 

The Hyogo Framework for Action 2005-2015 (2005) created priority areas and strategic goals to build the resilience 

of states and communities against disaster.92 The application of ICT here is clear: the Hyogo Framework indicates a 

number of opportunities for the use of ICT in priority areas, including bolstering data on disaster, proliferating 

preparedness measures via the media, and coordination between citizens and governments during disasters.93 

Specifically, priority 3 stresses the use of “knowledge, innovation, and education to build a culture of safety and 

resilience at all levels.”94 The Hyogo Framework was replaced by the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk 

Reduction 2015-2030 in 2015, which highlights the limited availability of technology as a point of high 

vulnerability.95 The Sendai Framework and its plan to make the world safer from natural hazards is also mentioned 

in Target 11.b of the SDGs.96  

 

The 2005 Tunis Commitment, a product of the World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS), is the first 

document that specifically prioritizes the importance of ICT for sustainable development, poverty reduction, conflict 

prevention, and provision of opportunities for the most marginalized people to create an inclusive global 

community.97 Furthermore, the commitment emphasizes that the international community must pay attention to 

gender, racial, and socioeconomic gaps within the digital society.98 In 2010, the UN Department of Economic and 

Social Affairs (DESA), in partnership with the Bureau International Des Expositions and the mayor of Shanghai, 

China, released the Shanghai Manual to help city leaders “use integrated urban planning, management, financing, 

and technology to green their economies and build climate and economic resilience.”99 Chapter 8 of the Shanghai 

Manual discusses using ICT for the creation of smart and connected cities.100 Overall, the Shanghai Manual is a 

resource for urban planners and decision makers; it contains many examples of innovative efforts to promote 

                                                 

85 Papa et al. Smart and Resilient Cities: A Systematic Approach for Developing Cross-Sectoral Strategies in the Face of Climate 

Change, 2015, p. 26. 
86 Ibid., p. 34. 
87 UNEP, Rio Declaration on Environment and Development, 1992; UN General Assembly, Declaration on Cities and Other 

Human Settlements in the New Millennium (A/RES/S-25/2), 2001, p. 8. 
88 UN DPI, Goal 11: Make Cities Inclusive, Safe, Resilient, and Sustainable, 2016. 
89 Ibid. 
90 UN General Assembly, Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (A/RES/70/1), 2015. 
91 UN DPI, Goal 11: Make Cities Inclusive, Safe, Resilient, and Sustainable, 2016. 
92 UN World Conference on Disaster Reduction. Hyogo Framework for Action, 2005. 
93 Ibid. 
94 Ibid. 
95 UN General Assembly, Sendai Declaration and Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030 (A/RES/69/283), 2015.  
96 UN DPI, Goal 11: Make Cities Inclusive, Safe, Resilient, and Sustainable, 2016. 
97 UN WSIS, Tunis Commitment (WSIS-05/TUNIS/DOC/7 –E), 2005. 
98 Ibid. 
99 UN DESA et al, Shanghai Manual: A Guide for Sustainable Urban Development of the 21st Century, 2010. 
100 Ibid., p. 227. 



 

14 

sustainable urbanization and provides practical solutions to be applied at the city level.101 This manual contains 

valuable case studies that demonstrate the potential of social media, mobile phones, e-governance, and monitoring 

and mapping technology to promote sustainable and resilient urbanization.102  

 

The Third UN Conference on Housing and Sustainable Development (Habitat III) represented a pivotal moment for 

the future of UN-Habitat and its work, as the October 2016 conference addressed the rapidly growing urban 

population.103 In the lead-up to the conference, UN-Habitat issued a series of papers; Paper 21 (2015) deals with the 

concept of creating smart cities, or the strategic use of technology and innovative approaches to increase urban 

efficiency and competitiveness.104 The document highlights key priority areas for governments and international 

organizations to consider, including bolstering connectivity, government transparency, resource efficiency, and 

increasing access to information.105 Habitat III resulted in the adoption of the New Urban Agenda (2016), through 

which state leaders made numerous “transformative commitments for sustainable urban development.”106 These 

commitments reinforce the importance of ICT and include “adopting a smart-city approach,” using “innovations in 

technology” to balance short-term and long-term needs, and developing “technology-based innovations in transport 

and transit systems to reduce congestion and pollution while improving efficiency, connectivity, accessibility, 

health, and quality of life.”107 

Role of the International System 

UN-Habitat’s efforts to realize sustainable and resilient urbanization are guided by its mandate to develop methods 

for promoting equitable human settlements through social and environmental awareness.108 UN-Habitat’s Strategic 

Plan 2014-2019 highlights the immediate need for strategic readjustments to combat global economic crisis, rising 

rates of poverty, and the effects of climate change.109 Particularly, the Plan emphasizes that that these goals cannot 

be met without strengthening existing partnerships at all levels: with governments, regional authorities, the private 

sector, and civil society.110 The body stresses that as the world becomes increasingly defined by digital 

infrastructure, ICT is fundamentally changing the way society operates.111  

 

A focal point of UN-Habitat’s work is to promote inclusivity at all levels, which often manifests in collaborations 

with various international, state, and civil society actors.112 Inclusivity is crucial to sustainable and resilient 

urbanization, as governments must tap into the needs of all their residents and the technological vision of private 

companies to create a comprehensive development trajectory.113 UN-Habitat’s work with regional bodies such as the 

UN Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (UN ESCAP) includes initiatives on using ICT for 

disaster risk reduction.114 Their collaboration has resulted in the creation of an information superhighway aiming to 

increase the accessibility and affordability of broadband internet across Asia and the Pacific.115 The UN Economic 

and Social Council’s Commission on Science and Technology for Development issued a 2016 report to illustrate the 

role of ICT in urban infrastructure, titled Smart Cities and Infrastructure.116 The report urges for an integrated 

approach and increased collaboration with local levels of government by Member States.117 In addition, the UN 

Economic Commission for Europe conducted a survey of European Member States to determine the efficiency of 

their housing and urban management sectors and found that national governments have not been collaborating with 
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regional and local governments and the private sector, which does not tap into the full potential of ICT for 

urbanization.118 The World Bank has also conducted studies on the use of ICT for city growth and governance, and 

youth involvement in development, citing that ICT can encourage efficiency, youth empowerment, and citizen 

engagement.119  

 

The UN Information and Communications Task Force (UN ICT TF) released a statement in 2005 urging Member 

States to harness the potential of ICT for education.120 UN ICT TF was the main multi-stakeholder initiative 

intended to lead a global effort to end the global digital divide and its principal aim was to support the WSIS.121 

Some outcomes from UN ICT TF were the creation of the Global E-Schools and Communications Initiative, to 

improve access to education through ICT, the Global ePolicy Resource Network, a database of national e-strategies 

for development, and the Global Center for ICT in Parliament, to provide dialogue between various stakeholders 

about ICT.122 The International Telecommunications Union (ITU) later absorbed UN ICT TF and became the main 

international body for the promotion of ICT in development.123 ITU hosts multiple regional forums for the private 

sector and Member States to discuss ICT and sustainable development.124 The ITU’s membership represents the 

largest cross-section of the world’s ICT sector and its Development Sector is dedicated to working with the UN to 

improve ICT access in the poorest countries.125 They act in an advisory capacity to governments and international 

organizations and have created an online movement called #ICT4SDG, which has multiple platforms including 

Twitter and Tumblr, aiming to highlight projects that promote ICT in developing countries.126 

ICT and Urban Sustainability 

Promoting Smart Urban Design and Greater Mobility 

One of the most efficient ways city stakeholders can improve the operation and sustainability of physical 

infrastructure and services is by using ICT for better-informed decision-making.127 Urban sensors and advanced 

analytics can provide instantaneous spatial and environmental information about urban environments.128 

Stakeholders can utilize these analytics to swiftly identify current problems and minimize delays caused by a lack of 

information.129 ICT-enabled applications can also optimize travel through better traffic monitoring, route 

optimization, self-driving vehicles, and vehicle communication.130 The planning of the city structure itself will 

change with ICT.131 Through promoting public transportation, virtual communication, and a better integrated 

transport system, urban planning can utilize spaces previously allocated for vehicles and transform them into 

organized urban settlements for housing and public amenities.132 ICT can also ensure that services such as 

healthcare, finance, and education are universally accessible.133 Smart cities can also better integrate public safety 

measures through remote monitoring and security cameras, which would encourage the mobility of residents, 

especially women.134  
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Creating Informed and Transparent Governance Structures and Partnerships 

Smart cities depend on highly capable digital infrastructures that guarantee inclusion, safety, and connectivity.135 

ICT allows cities to circumvent expensive development challenges and instead deliver relevant services.136 For 

example, West Africa currently has one of the poorest infrastructures for cross-border and rural-urban mobility.137 

As a solution, the African Development Bank promoted ICT in the form of mobile phones to improve 

communication, financial transactions, and data sharing, which allows for information transfer without the need for 

costly infrastructure development.138 In order for cities to be more adaptive and individualized, governments must 

provide greater transparency and accountability around services and policy.139 The current application of ICT may 

allow citizens to rate the quality of services, but there must be a shift towards two-way accountability and 

transparency where citizens have access to policies and strategies, not just the final services.140 ICT is growing 

rapidly, and the predominant growth is occurring in the private sector, without collaboration with local 

governments.141 Given the industry’s rapid expansion, there is an international need to guide urban actors on the 

necessary policy measures, guidelines, and legal frameworks to foster ICT growth in conjunction with urban growth 

and needs.142 The creation for such an international framework requires a strong global vision and sharing of best 

practices and legal frameworks. Importantly, these frameworks must cover issues such as data management, privacy, 

and security.143  

 

Capacity-Building and Bolstering Human Capital 

In order to make a significant impact, ICT must be accessible to the entire population of the city.144 It is important to 

note that availability does not mean accessibility.145 ICT products may be available in a city, but not practically 

accessible to the entire population due to discrimination, high costs, or low training and education.146 In order for 

ICT to have a meaningful impact, even the most vulnerable citizens should have access to it.147 To remedy this, ICT-

focused capacity-building, with a focus on marginalized groups, is crucial.148 In particular, socioeconomic status is 

closely related to information use and political participation.149 ICT has the ability to educate marginalized members 

of the population and to enable widespread knowledge sharing.150 Overcoming the digital divide and providing 

access to the global digital economy for all citizens will require expanding traditional business models.151 

Opportunities for governments to foster such innovative environments include encouraging community engagement 

and public-private partnerships.152  

Case Study: Mobile Applications to Combat Violence against Women in Egypt 

Women in urban areas are twice as susceptible to violence as men, according to UN-Habitat.153 In 2010, 

HarrassMap, a volunteer-based initiative, used a combination of online and mobile technology to curb the social 

acceptability and prevalence of sexual violence in Egypt.154 Anyone can report an incident of sexual assault or 
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harassment via SMS, email, or social media.155 These reports are then mapped geographically on HarrassMap and 

visible to all application users.156 While reporting an incident, each person is given access to information about local 

resources, such as free psychological counselling and legal assistance.157 After its first year, HarrassMap received 40 

reports per month, which spurred the creation of community action teams in problem neighborhoods and has been 

especially useful in reaching women in slums and agricultural areas within the city boundaries.158 

ICT and Urban Resilience 

Responding to Man-made and Natural Disasters and Crises 

ICT plays a fundamental role in supporting the Sendai Framework, through bolstering knowledge transfer on risk 

and disaster management.159 ICT can be used to establish early warning systems, involve the media in 

communicating information about risks, and coordinating national risk efforts.160 Updated ICT systems can provide 

city leaders with appropriate and actionable intelligence.161 Space and weather technology can provide tools for early 

warning, disaster monitoring, and emergency response efforts.162 For example, UNESCAP works with governments 

to use data from space for effective drought monitoring before its effects become dire.163 Overall, better integration 

of ICT in disaster risk projects improves data collection and readiness and provides specialized information that 

local governments can use to respond to different cities’ specific risk contexts.164  

Mitigating the Effects of Climate Change 

ICT can reduce greenhouse gas emissions by replacing physical products, like paper, and services with e-products 

and services.165 It can also help mitigate climate change through innovations that increase communication across and 

within cities on the effects of climate change.166 For instance, increased access to broadband can provide city leaders 

and residents with weather information, disaster alerts, and emergency effort updates.167 The spread of mobile 

phones also reduces the use of larger, less energy-efficient devices.168 In addition, Smart grids and buildings help 

households reduce their energy consumption.169 Households and factories can automatically regulate their heat, 

water, and electricity use by integrating ICT with renewable technology such as solar panels.170 ICT-optimized 

travel solutions, like GPS mapping technology, can better enable route optimization, reducing emissions from 

transport vehicles.171  

Promoting Citizen Engagement 

By engaging residents through ICT, governments can streamline the needs of their cities and target problem areas 

that previously may have gone undetected.172 For example, city leaders can use digital platforms to crowd-source 

information about the real-time functioning of the city.173 This might include tagging graffiti, maintenance 

requirements, and congestion hotspots.174 By incorporating existing and proposed projects online and requesting 

feedback, strategies for resilient urbanization can be adapted to particular contexts.175 Making city data available to 

                                                 

155 Ibid. 
156 Ibid. 
157 Ibid. 
158 Ibid. 
159 United Nations World Conference on Disaster Reduction, Hyogo Framework for Action, 2005, p. 5. 
160 UN-Habitat, Information and Communication Technology for Urban Climate Action, 2016, p. 4. 
161 Ibid. 
162 UNESCAP, ICT and Disaster Risk Reduction, 2016. 
163 Ibid. 
164 UNESCAP, ICT and Disaster Risk Reduction, 2016; United Nations Task Team on Habitat III, Habitat III Issue Papers: 17 – 

Cities and Climate Change and Disaster Risk Management, 2015, pp. 9-10. 
165 UN-Habitat & Ericsson, Information and Communication Technology for Urban Climate Action, 2016, p. 4. 
166 Ibid., p. 11. 
167 Ibid., p. 4. 
168 Ibid., p. 1. 
169 Ibid., p. 5. 
170 Ibid. 
171 Ibid. 
172 Ibid., p. 11. 
173 Ibid. 
174 C40 Cities, Polisdigitocracy: Digital Technology, Citizen Engagement, and Climate Engagement, 2015, p. 9. 
175 Ibid. 



 

18 

residents, community groups, and companies can encourage crowd sourced solutions to urban challenges.176 This 

also provides city leaders a platform to be aware of and respond to external pressures and concerns posed by their 

constituents.177 Social media already facilitates dialogue on political, economic, and environmental conditions of 

cities; governments have the potential to tap into this dialogue and directly interact with citizens.178 Governments 

can also improve their city planning by making data and processes transparent and readily available online.179 

Programs that promote free dialogue ensure that local governments design policies that ensure maximum impact 

while empowering individuals to partake in a shared vision of the city.180 In 2012, London launched the Talk 

London program, which created an online town hall for city residents to read reports and join discussions on policy 

issues via social media.181 The challenge for city governments stems from the pace and scale of change; digital 

companies and infrastructure are often introduced rapidly and entirely in the private sector, responding to local need 

for a certain service.182 As a result, city governments are forced into a reactive mode rather than proactively 

anticipating and planning for change.183 

Case Study: Using Minecraft for Community Participation in Urban Planning 

One way that UN-Habitat is exploring the use of digital technology for citizen engagement and collaboration is 

through the video game Minecraft.184 The game enables players to build constructions out of cubes in a 3D 

generated world.185 In these workshops, young people are brought together to visualize urban designs in Minecraft 

and present these to city authorities and local government officials.186 These workshops were held in 15 different 

locations across Asia, Africa, Latin America, and Europe.187 Plans created from the workshops were then given to 

planners and architects and rendered as real architectural designs.188 An assessment from Nepal showed that digital 

tools were a powerful way to include citizen voices in urban planning, especially those of youth, who are often 

marginalized.189 

Conclusion 

Cities simultaneously offer great potential for growth and pose the biggest challenges for global sustainability.190 As 

a consequence of rapid urban expansion, cities produce large amounts of greenhouse gases and are unable to provide 

adequate infrastructure and services for their residents.191 ICT has an incredible potential in supporting desired urban 

outcomes, well-connected communities, increased resource efficiency, and growth with reduced carbon emissions. 

ICT must balance economic growth with public needs.192 Use of technology can empower public participation, 

advance government accountability, and improve human rights indicators.193 One of the key challenges in achieving 

this is that there is no current consensus on what a “smart and sustainable city” is and how to adapt “smart” agendas, 

or development agendas that incorporate technology, to the complex, evolving, and dynamic nature of cities.194 The 

World Bank estimates that more than half of the total cost for infrastructure development will be concentrated in 

cities and it is clear that ICT will be a crucial component of this investment.195 The cities of tomorrow will depend 
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on a highly capable digital infrastructure that guarantees integration on all levels and inclusion of citizen voices.196 

To fully realize the potential of ICT for both sustainable and resilient urbanization, Member States must create 

governance models that foster communication, capacity-building, and inclusion.197  

Further Research 

While performing further research on this topic, delegates should consider how governments can adapt to rapid 

innovation in a dynamic urban context. Where are the potentials to incorporate ICT into existing and future UN-

Habitat projects? How should Member States consider resilience in drafting new and updating old frameworks? 

What are the major challenges and opportunities of government transparency in promoting ICT for urban 

development? How can Member States ensure that the most marginalized populations in cities have access to ICT? 

In what ways does sustainable and resilient development expand beyond climate change? How should the 

international community come to a consensus on defining terms like “smart cities” and “resilience?” How can 

governments create frameworks that are flexible and respond to the dynamic concerns of urbanization and ICT 

innovation? In what ways can ICT be integrated throughout all levels of urban development? 
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II. Ensuring Access to Adequate Water, Sanitation, and Hygiene to Promote Urban Health 

Introduction 

As stated in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), “everyone has the right to living adequate for the 

health and well-being of himself and of his family, including food, clothing, housing and medical care and necessary 

social services.”198 Adequate access to water, sanitation, and hygiene (WASH) helps to create a healthy society and 

promotes urban health.199 Sanitation and clean water are very important to the sustainability of urban health.200 

Currently, 663 million individuals do not have access to clean water around the globe.201 Contaminated water kills 

more people annually than any other form of human degradation, including war.202 Women are especially 

vulnerable, as they are often responsible for collecting water.203 When communities lack easy access to clean water 

supplies, women and girls must take long and often treacherous journeys to ensure accessibility for their 

community.204   

 

WASH is defined as “water availability and quality, presence of sanitation and facilities and availability of soap and 

water for handwashing.”205 Urban health is defined as the makeup of social, economic, and environmental factors 

that deal with the overall population of an area, as well as the overall health in urban environments.206 Without 

adequate access to WASH, urban health is at risk.207Whether caused by unsanitary behavior or insufficient 

infrastructure, poor WASH leads to the spread of waterborne diseases, such as cholera.208 These diseases, along with 

many others, threaten global public health as they need close monitoring and medication to be treated.209 

 

Approximately one in four city residents worldwide live without improved sanitation.210 Improved sanitation is 

defined as access to water stations and facilities capable of properly disposing human waste and excrement.211 2.5 

billion individuals do not have access to proper amenities to dispose of human excrement, which leads to 

contaminated water and promotes the spread of preventable diseases.212 WASH issues are particularly dire in Asian 

and African countries, which failed to reach their full potential for water and sanitation under the Millennium 

Development Goals (MDGs).213 The United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-Habitat) is working 

diligently to promote sustainable development targets pertaining to water and sanitation.214 UN-Habitat and its 

partners implement programs and initiatives to better monitor, support, and promote WASH as it relates to urban 

health.215  

International and Regional Framework  

The United Nations Millennium Declaration (2000) defined the MDGs and established a global framework for 

sustainable development through 2015.216 Target 10 of MDG 7 on environmental sustainability sought to cut in half 
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the number of individuals without access to safe drinking water and basic sanitation by 2015.217 Target 11 of MDG 7 

aimed to achieve “a significant improvement in the lives of at least 100 million slum dwellers” by 2020.218 The 

Johannesburg Declaration on Health and Sustainable Development (2002) identified pollution, overcrowding, and 

underdeveloped waste treatment infrastructure as key threats to WASH and urban health.219 The declaration called 

upon the international community to strengthen commitments towards preventing waterborne diseases.220 

 

On 23 December 2003, the United Nations (UN) General Assembly adopted resolution 58/217 to declare 2005-2015 

the International Decade for Action, “Water for Life.”221 The resolution established goals for the UN system 

pertaining to water, human health, and the environment.222 Recognizing that cities cannot obtain or even maintain 

sustainability without reasonable access to clean and protected drinking water, the resolution recommended actions 

to reduce the number of areas with low access to water and sanitation.223 Other goals of the Decade for Action 

initiative emphasized MDG targets 7.C and 7.D, which pertained specifically to the areas of water and cities.224 

MDG 7.C called for the number of individuals living in urban areas without access to clean drinking water to be 

halved by 2015.225 Through international cooperation and effort, this goal was accomplished in 2010, five years 

before the deadline.226 Furthermore, MDG 7.D called on Member States to reduce the number of slum dwellers by at 

least 100 million by the year 2020.227 Over the course of the Decade for Action, “Water for Life,” more than two 

billion people gained access to enriched sources of water and sanitation.228  

 

The Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) adopted General Comment No. 15 (2002) on the right to water at the 

recommendation of the Committee on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights.229 This comment established that 

access to water is a prerequisite for the realization of other human rights.230 Line 15 of the document states that 

“with respect to the right to water, States parties have a special obligation to provide for those who do not have 

sufficient means with the necessary water and water facilities and to prevent any discrimination on internationally 

prohibited grounds in the provision of water and water services.”231 On 28 July 2010, the General Assembly adopted 

resolution 64/292 on “The human right to water and sanitation,” which echoes General Comment No. 15.232 It also 

recognized that water and sanitation were basic necessities for human rights.233 The resolution further requested that 

international organizations and Member States provide technical and financial assistance to developing countries to 

build facilities for sanitation and water filtration.234  

 

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (2015) established the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).235 

SDG 6, to “[e]nsure availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation for all,” has particular 

importance for WASH and urban health.236 Targets for Goal 6 call for an end to open defecation, universal access to 
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clean drinking water, and capacity-building to improve the ability of local communities to manage WASH 

infrastructure.237 

Role of the International System  

UN-Habitat works with many programs and partners to advance WASH. Created in 2003 by the UN High Level 

Committee on Programmes, UN-Water is an inter-agency mechanism that coordinates global policy and initiatives 

on issues related to freshwater and sanitation.238 UN-Water’s policy efforts focus on water quality, equitable access, 

and sustainable resource management.239 In regards to sanitation, UN-Water seeks to encourage the utilization of 

proper waste facilities.240 It monitors the overall state of global water and promotes feasible solutions for global 

water goals.241 In 2015, UN-Water organized the World Water Day Campaign with the theme of Water and 

Sustainable Development.242 UN-Water collaborated with the Global Water Partnership and Stockholm International 

Water Institute to focus on the linkage between water, sanitation, and other factors of sustainable development.243 

Complementing World Water Day, UN-Water actively supports World Toilet Day, which is an initiative \to expand 

knowledge and access to sufficient waste sanitation.244 

 

The World Health Organization (WHO) established global guidelines for drinking water quality, updated most 

recently in 2011.245 The 2011 Guidelines for drinking water quality define access to clean water as key to the 

protection of public health.246 The guidelines provide recommendations for managing risk from hazards that may 

comprise the safety of drinking water.247 WHO has a Joint Monitoring Programme (JMP) with United Nations 

Children’s Fund (UNICEF) to collect regional, national, and global data for water supply and sanitation.248 Since 

2015, over 300,000 children under the age of five have died from waterborne diseases linked to the improper 

management of waste, water, and sanitation.249 UNICEF has further collaborated with UN-Habitat on the importance 

of handwashing.250 In 2016, the two organizations joined in a campaign to raise awareness about the importance of 

handwashing to 850 youth in Lebanon.251 International Handwashing Day is celebrated on 15 October each year.252 

Handwashing Day initiatives educate children about bacteria and other diseases that spread in the absence of proper 

handwashing.253  

 

The Human Rights Council (HRC) has also helped integrate WASH in urban regions of many developing 

countries.254 The HRC established a Special Rapporteur on the human right to water and sanitation in 2014.255 The 

Special Rapporteur is responsible for examining crucial issues related to the right to water and providing suggestions 

to the UN and its partners on achieving clean drinking water and basic sanitation goals.256 According to the Special 

Rapporteur, having access to safe drinking water and sanitation is central to living in dignity and upholding human 
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rights.257 Other UN system partners engaged in WASH include the World Bank, the UN Office for Disaster Risk 

Reduction (UNISDR), and the UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs (DESA).258 

 

Water and sanitation have become such a pressing issue in urbanization that UN-Habitat considers it a core urban 

theme.259 To improve access to water and sanitation for urban health, UN-Habitat has established many fundamental 

goals, including stronger legislation, building codes, and capacity-building initiatives.260 UN-Habitat collaborates 

with organizations such as the Committee on Economic and Social Rights (CESCR), UNICEF, the United Nations 

Development Programme (UNDP), and WHO to advance WASH initiatives.261 UN-Habitat’s water and sanitation 

(WATSAN) programs, managed by the Urban Basic Services Branch, assist local governments with the pursuit of 

WASH-related SDG targets.262 The WATSAN programs provide support in the areas of policy, technology, and 

finance.263 UN-Habitat established a trust fund in 2003 to support WATSAN initiatives, with a particular focus on 

improving urban water and sanitation infrastructure in Africa and Asia.264 UN-Habitat also funds other programs 

such as the Global Water Operators’ Partnership Alliance (GWOPA).265 GWOPA supports peer exchanges to 

strengthen water and sanitation utilities.266 GWOPA aims to advance global partnerships between water utility 

operators.267 

 

The Global Water Sanitation and Hygiene Cluster (GWC) is a partnership of 32 UN agencies, government agencies, 

civil society organizations (CSOs), and private sector donors.268 Led by UNICEF, GWC assists in the delivery of 

WASH during times of emergency, coordinates national policies, and advances best practices.269 Globally, the aim 

of the cluster approach is to improve and strengthen response time for emergency personnel in areas impacted by 

humanitarian crises.270 GWC aims to strengthen the response of humanitarian aid at the country level by requiring 

high standards of probability, culpability, and collaboration.271 Along with GWC, the Sanitation and Water for All 

Partnership (SWA) is an active player in the fight for adequate access to water and sanitation.272 SWA is a global 

organization that presides over 150 countries and their governments, self-contained sectors as well as civil societies 

to improve accountability.273 SWA works toward achieving the goal set to improve hygiene, sanitation, and water 

for all.274  

Disaster Risk Reduction  

Natural disasters pose a unique risk to water supplies and sanitation infrastructure.275 Natural disasters and WASH 

are linked.276 During natural disasters, one of the first things impacted is water.277 Storms, droughts, and floods 

directly affect water supplies and sanitation infrastructure.278 Various disasters impact WASH in multiple ways as 

they can destroy toilets and waste processing facilities, leaving behind contaminated water and leading to disease.279 
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In 2005, a massive earthquake struck Pakistan, destroying sanitation infrastructure and contaminating clean water 

supplies.280 This required emergency personnel to deliver water and sanitation supplies to over 1.7 million people.281 

In 2010, Haiti was similarly affected by an earthquake that left little to no access to water and sanitation.282 In the 

aftermath of the earthquake, Haiti experienced an unprecedented outbreak of cholera.283 In Eastern Asia, natural 

disasters have caused sewage infrastructure to be unusable for months.284  

 

Though disasters can never be fully prevented, measures can be taken to promote the sustainability of WASH 

infrastructure; the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction was adopted in 2015.285 The framework includes 

global goals to mitigate the aftermath of disasters by designing climate change-resilient systems, conducting risk 

assessments, and establishing emergency response plans to restore services.286 In addition to the Sendai Framework, 

the United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction (UNISDR) created the Making Cities Resilient campaign to 

implement disaster risk reduction strategies in urban areas.287 The Secretary-General’s High-level Experts and 

Leaders Panel on Water and Disasters (HELP) was implemented to mobilize political will and investment among 

governments and global stakeholders to protect water supplies and sanitation infrastructure in the wake of 

disasters.288 Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon appointed Robert Glasser as Special Representative for Disaster Risk 

Reduction in 2016.289  

 

After natural disasters and conflicts arise, having a safe home to go back to is essential to the overall health and 

rehabilitation of affected individuals.290 Without a safe place return home to, displaced persons are especially 

vulnerable to disease and water insecurity.291 Sustainable WASH, including water infrastructure and sanitation,  

promotes the return of populations displaced by disaster.292 UN-Habitat’s 2014 publication, Realizing The Human 

Rights To Water And Sanitation: Services, brings to light the importance of efficient services in the area of water 

and sanitation.293  

Low-income Urban Dwellers 

Approximately 863 million individuals, or 25% of the global urban population, were reported to be living in slum 

conditions in 2013.294 UN-Habitat defines slum households as lacking access to one or more of its five factors of 

deprivation: improved water, improved sanitation facilities, living facilities that are not overcrowded, dwellings with 

sufficient structural integrity, and security from the threat of eviction.295 UN-Habitat states that slums are generally 

comprised of non-permanent housing structures susceptible to natural disasters and climate change.296 In addition, 

slums typically house three or more residents per room and lack access to an affordable water supply or proper water 

sanitation facilities such as showers and toilets.297 As a result, people living in urban slums are more susceptible to 

disease and other health risks.298 Education of low-income dwellers is important as people who live in these 

conditions may not understand the health risks associated with little to no access of proper sanitation.299 UN-
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Habitat’s WATSAN initiatives have brought to the forefront many issues related to WASH in urban areas.300 One of 

the main focuses of WATSAN is to educate individuals on what water and sanitation is, why it is important, and 

why having adequate access is important to urban health.301  

Conclusion  

WASH is pivotal to ensuring urban health in developing countries.302 UN-Habitat and many of its partners are 

implementing programs and initiative to better monitor, support, and promote urban health as it relates to WASH.303 

Though the number of individuals able to receive adequate WASH has increased, over 1 billion people continue to 

lack access to safe, clean water and over 2.6 billion people continue to need access to adequate sanitation 

facilities.304 While UN-Habitat and its partners have delivered many initiatives to help with the overall issues with 

the lack of access to water and sanitation, there is still more work to be done before the targets of SDG 6 are 

achieved.305 As urban populations continue to expand, particularly in slum areas, UN-Habitat must support local and 

regional authorities in improving water distribution systems and sanitation infrastructure to ensure that all people 

enjoy adequate access to WASH.306 The successful achievement of SDG 6 will also require the international 

community to improve how it monitors, collects, and reports WASH data.307 

Further Research 

While delegates are attaining information for this topic, they should consider the following questions: How existing 

commitments be strengthened and implemented to ensure that the full extent of resources are being used to help 

those who suffer from deficiencies in relation to WASH? How can UN-Habitat and its partners advance disaster risk 

reduction strategies to ensure adequate WASH in urban areas? What education initiatives can UN-Habitat undertake 

to promote urban health through WASH?  
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World Health Organization & United Nations Children’s Fund. (2015, June 30). Lack of sanitation for 2.4 billion 

people on undermining health improves [Press Release]. Retrieved 20 July 2016 from: 

http://www.who.int/mediacentre/news/releases/2015/jmp-report/en/  

This article showcases the progress of UN-Habitat in the last two decades. It discusses the 

importance of the topic under discussion and highlights the impact of inadequate sanitation on 

general health. The article goes into depth about the paramount importance of access to adequate 

water, sanitation, and hygiene for urban dwellers living in poverty.  
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III. Eliminating Urban Slums and Ensuring Access to Adequate Housing 

“The right to housing is not just a rallying cry. It, like human rights more generally, offers concrete standards that 

can be implemented and measured for progress. The results can be transformative and can shift us away from 

charity toward social justice.”308 

Introduction 

In the last century, urbanization has rapidly spread, with two thirds of the global population expected to be living in 

cities by 2050.309 Urban areas are hubs for commercial activity, productivity, and economic prosperity; however, 

these benefits are not enjoyed by all city dwellers equally.310 As the number of urban residents has grown, so has the 

number of slum dwellers.311 Since 2000, the slum population has grown by approximately 6 million persons a 

year.312 UN-Habitat estimates that one in eight people, the equivalent of one billion people worldwide, live in slums 

today, and these numbers are rapidly increasing.313 Likewise, 95% of urban expansion is expected to occur in cities 

in developing countries.314 The United Nations (UN) defines a slum as a settlement where inhabitants suffer from 

overcrowding or “inadequate access to water, sanitation, and other basic infrastructure.”315 Slum inhabitants may 

also face insecure tenures or poor structural quality, such as temporary or derelict housing.316 In addition, if an area 

is located in a geologically hazardous zone or extremely polluted zone, the area is classified as a slum.317 Slum 

dwellers often suffer from high poverty rates as well as a higher risk of disease and child mortality and are 

politically and socially excluded.318 Children, especially girls, may not receive education.319 One of the strongest 

efforts by the international community to address the spread of urban slums is the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development (2015), which includes the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).320 Housing and slum upgrading is 

also one of the seven focus areas of the United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-Habitat) 2014-2019 

Strategic Plan.321 

 

For the last 20 years, national and international development agendas have largely ignored the importance of 

affordable housing thus directly contributing to the spread of slums.322 Adequate housing is an essential expression 

of a number of established human rights, such as the right to freedom from interference with home, privacy, and 

family and the right to freedom of movement.323 Affordability is only one aspect of adequate housing and the 

International Federation for Housing and Planning (IFHP) defines housing as affordable if household expenditure is 

within 30% of household income, or 80% of the median household income, such that the household can meet other 

basic needs.324 Housing should ensure protection against forces of nature, physical safety, and ease of access for 

persons with disabilities, and other challenges.325 Security of tenure is a requirement for adequate housing, as is the 

availability of basic services and infrastructure such as potable water, sanitation, a source of energy, and disposal of 

waste.326 Finally, housing should be located at close proximity to educational and health facilities, employment 

                                                 

308 OHCHR, Special Rapporteur on adequate housing as a component of the right to an adequate standard of living, and on the 

right to non-discrimination in this context. 
309 UN DESA, Sustainable cities and human settlements, 2016. 
310 Ibid. 
311 UN-Habitat, Slum Almanac 2015 – 2016: Tracking Improvement in the Lives of Slum Dwellers, p. 2. 
312 Ibid., p. 8.  
313 Ibid., p. 2. 
314 UN DPI, Cities – United Nations Sustainable Development Action 2015, 2016 
315 UN-Habitat et al., Expert Group Meeting on Urban Indicators: Secure Tenure, Slums and Global Sample of Cities. Revised 

Draft Report, 2002, pp. 22-23.  
316 Ibid.  
317 Ibid.  
318 The Borgen Project, 5 Negative Impacts of Slums, 2013. 
319 Ibid. 
320 UN General Assembly, Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (A/RES/70/1), 2015, p. 14. 
321 UN-Habitat, Goals & strategies of UN-Habitat – UN-Habitat, 2012. 
322 UN-Habitat, Chapter 3: The Fate of Housing, 2016, p. 47. 
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324 International Federation for Housing and Planning, Housing Affordability and Segregation: Europe and Southeast Asia, 2016, 
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325 OHCHR & UN-Habitat, The Right to Adequate Housing, 2014, p. 3. 
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opportunities, and other social facilities, away from polluted or industrial areas, while respecting occupants’ cultural 

identity.327 The issue of adequate housing should not be treated lightly as access to adequate housing is, first and 

foremost, a basic human right.328 

International and Regional Framework  

The international community has upheld the human right to adequate housing, which was first codified in the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948.329 Article 25 states that everyone has the right to an adequate 

standard of living, including, but not limited to: decent food, clothing, housing, and other social services.330 The 

1966 International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) addresses human rights broadly, 

and specifically the right to “an adequate standard of living…including adequate food, clothing and housing,” 

placing responsibility on Member States to ensure the realization of this right.331 The 2011 Istanbul Programme of 

Action for the Least Developed Countries for the Decade 2011-2020 (IPoA) further recognizes shelters as an 

integral part of human and social development, and a priority area for action for least developed countries (LDCs).332 

Goals set by the IPoA include increasing access of slum dwellers and the rural poor to affordable housing and 

housing-related infrastructure through improved planning, policy, and legislation.333 According to the ICESCR and 

the IPoA, Member States are required to do everything in their power to facilitate the public’s access to adequate 

housing through appropriate legislation, policymaking, and government spending.334 Access to adequate housing is a 

priority, demonstrated by the widespread growth of slums, and is an urgent issue, requiring immediate attention.335 

Member States are responsible for ensuring that all housing meets adequate structural requirements, and provides at 

least the minimum needs of shelter from the elements, safe drinking water, energy, sanitation, disposal of waste, and 

emergency services to all inhabitants, in an inclusive and fair manner.336 

 

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (2015) aims to achieve conditions for sustainable, inclusive 

economic growth with shared prosperity, pledging to leave no one behind.337 SDG 11 directly targets slums: “Make 

cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable.”338 There are numerous targets for SDG 11, 

such as the provision of adequate, safe, affordable, and accessible housing, basic services, transport systems, and 

planning of sustainable urban settlements by 2030.339 It places special focus on vulnerable groups of society such as 

persons with disabilities, women, children, and the elderly, particularly the development of inclusive, efficient urban 

policies for resilient cities.340 SDGs 1, 2, 3, 5, 6, 8, and 10 all address issues that slum dwellers face such as poverty, 

food security, healthy lives and well-being, gender equality, access to clean water and sanitation, decent work, and 

inequality both within and among countries.341 

 

The UN has held a number of conferences to address the unique issue of providing adequate housing. The first of 

these was the First UN Conference on Human Settlements (Habitat I) in 1976, when the Vancouver Declaration on 

                                                 

327 Ibid., p. 3. 
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Human Settlements was agreed on.342 It encourages Member States to establish human settlement policies to guide 

socioeconomic development and address the most marginalized groups in society.343 The Vancouver Action Plan 

issues clear criteria for policy development aimed at achieving greater equality in living standards between 

settlements in the same urban area, as well as between urban and rural areas.344 The second of these, the 1996 UN 

Conference on Human Settlements (Habitat II), culminated in the Istanbul Declaration on Human Settlements, 

which addresses the twin goals of adequate shelter for all and sustainable development of human settlements.345 In 

discussing these issues, the impact of poverty, discrimination, and the lack of basic services, such as education, 

healthcare, and adequate shelter, is evident on human settlements, particularly on women, children, youth, and 

persons with disabilities living in these settlements.346 Importance is placed on integrating the public and private 

sectors, as well as non-governmental organizations (NGOs), to ensure security of tenure and “equal access to 

affordable, adequate housing.”347 

 

The current global discussion on urbanization and housing culminated in the adoption of the New Urban Agenda 

(NUA) at the Habitat III conference, held in Quito, Ecuador, in October 2016.348 NUA discusses integrating equity 

and social justice into the development agenda, with the aim of eliminating urban slums.349 The outcome document 

specifically stresses the commitment of the international community to promote age- and gender-responsive 

“national, sub-national, and local housing policies” to support the realization of the right to adequate housing.350 It 

also discusses the positive impact of sustainable housing and housing finance to stimulating progress in other 

economic sectors and economic growth at all levels.351 

Role of the International System 

UN-Habitat contributes to the development of national urban policy in several Member States, advising on the 

establishment of national processes, providing examples of good practices, facilitating local-national dialogue, and 

assisting in establishment of national processes for stakeholder participation.352The UN-Habitat Urban Planning and 

Design Lab (Lab) assists authorities with implementation of UN-Habitat’s sustainable urban planning principles, 

through direct design development and by establishing linkages with legal, financial, and planning instruments.353 

An approach that has been gaining momentum in slum upgrading is the participatory approach whereby 

communities, authorities, the private sector, experts, and urban practitioners work together at various levels, from 

the decision-making and design stages to the implementation and follow-up.354 Using participatory planning 

processes to promote sustainable urban development, the Lab focuses on achieving social equality and countering 

climate change.355 The Global Network of Labs, a UN-Habitat initiative, brings together local and international 

planners, focusing on knowledge exchange.356 Working directly with communities, planners utilize a participatory 

process and set up localized Labs, which directly apply and implement UN-Habitat’s sustainable urban planning 

principles in existing projects.357 UN-Habitat has several programs in place that address the issues of slum 

upgrading, the most notable of which is the Participatory Slum Upgrading Programme (PSUP).358 PSUP is a joint 
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effort between UN-Habitat, the African, Caribbean and Pacific Group of States, and the European Commission.359 

PSUP aims to strengthen capacity of local and national institutions, contribute to developing policies and strategies 

for slum upgrading, introduced pilot projects, and support authorities to raise activity-specific funding.360 Their work 

encompasses over 30 countries and 150 cities in Africa, the Caribbean, and the Pacific.361 

 

At the seventh session of the World Urban Forum held in 2014, adequate housing, urban poverty, and inclusive 

housing solutions were identified as the core urban challenges today.362 Recommendations included the importance 

of learning lessons from previous housing strategies, possibly through the exchange of best practices in the context 

of South-South cooperation.363 In addition, the forum identified the importance of developing gender-inclusive 

strategies for housing and slum upgrading, and identified housing as the core issue of the New Urban Agenda.364 

World leaders recognized the lack of information available on the role of youth in current housing markets and 

suggested programs to further engage youth in the construction industry.365In 2014, the UN Human Rights Council 

(HRC) appointed Ms. Leilani Farha, as the Special Rapporteur on adequate housing as a component of the right to 

an adequate standard of living, and on the right to non-discrimination in this context.366 In her 2015 report, Ms. 

Farha clearly identifies housing as a pillar of an urban rights agenda and emphasizes the importance of a people-

centered approach, as governments address the twin issues of slums and providing adequate housing.367 The focus of 

the Special Rapporteur’s mandate from 2014 to 2019 is to monitor the transformation of international human rights 

norms on housing rights to domestic law and policy, with focus on the most vulnerable groups of society.368  

 

The Cities Alliance is a global partnership between governments, NGOs, development agencies, local authorities, 

and research centers for the reduction of urban poverty and the promotion of sustainable development in cities.369 

Habitat for Humanity International is a non-profit Christian organization that partners with families to construct, 

rehabilitate, and repair simple, decent, and affordable housing, with the aim of eliminating poverty housing.370 

Houses are built by volunteer labor and donations of money and materials, with the assistance of skilled labor.371 

They are then sold to families at no profit and financed through long-term loans, with monthly payments used to 

finance future housing.372 Since 1976, Habitat for Humanity has built or renovated over 800,000 homes for more 

than 4 million persons, in addition to improving water and sanitation facilities.373 

Eliminating Urban Slums 

Causes of Urban Slums 

Urban poverty is one of the main causes of slums.374 As persons migrate from rural areas to cities in search of a 

better life, they find themselves unable to afford decent accommodation.375 Urban areas provide better job prospects, 
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improved transport and communication, and better services than rural areas.376 Unable to afford the higher cost of 

living, rural migrants often settle in and contribute to the growth of urban slums where housing costs are lower, at 

the price of inadequate shelter or insecure tenure.377 Another reason for the spread of slums is the lack of 

preparation, on behalf of local governments, to incorporate a growing urban population and provide sufficient 

adequate housing, resulting in a housing gap.378 A housing gap occurs when housing provided by the private sector 

meets or exceeds the required demand, while there is a lack of sufficient affordable housing for the urban poor.379 

Through marginalizing the urban poor and excluding them from urban planning schemes, local governments 

inadvertently contribute to the spread of slums.380  

Life in Slums 

Insecure tenure is one of the defining factors for a slum, meaning that slum dwellers live in illegal or quasi-legal 

settlements, with no legal documentation to prove their claim of ownership.381 Thus, they live under threat of 

eviction at any time.382 They may also be unable to improve their homes due to security and safety reasons.383 

Access to clean water and sanitation facilities may be a daily challenge for slum dwellers, with varying degrees of 

severity around the world.384 Overcrowding and lack of privacy are common issues faced in slums, where the 

number of inhabitants per unit area is much higher than the average in the same urban area.385 Construction quality 

and durability of houses is a major concern in slums, where iron sheets and mud floors are common building 

materials.386 Other difficulties faced by slum dwellers include widespread communicable diseases due to unhealthy 

living conditions and low literacy rates.387  

Slum Upgrading Efforts 

Perhaps the greatest challenge to upgrading slum areas lies in urban poverty, which is prevalent in developing and 

developed Member States.388 Stakeholders including poor residents, landlords, and more exist in slums, and their 

needs must be fulfilled in order to achieve permanent slum upgrading.389 Common challenges faced by cities 

globally include rising income disparities, inadequate urban infrastructure, energy, and waste management, as well 

as poor transport planning.390 Efforts to formalize and upgrade slums require significant endorsement from the local 

community to work, and are more effective if they involve a larger scope of action such as the improvement of 

health and education or poverty alleviation in the city as a whole.391 As slum conditions vary greatly, different 

solutions are needed for the unique urban challenges in each.392 However, there is a general need for the provision of 

urban services such as water, sanitation, and access to housing or land in cases of insecure tenure, and efforts to 

increase public safety in cases of high crime.393 
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One of the approaches to slum upgrading is the adaptive approach, which focuses on upgrading physical, economic, 

and social urban services, often addressing issues of land and tenure.394 These may be on a project-level, integrated 

with national policies and broad-based programs, and cover a wide range of services, from physical such as 

infrastructural upgrades, to social such as education, health, sports, and community facilities, and economic such as 

training, job placements, and microfinance opportunities.395 Together, this kind of integrated approach can help in 

revitalization of the slum area, and improving the quality of life of inhabitants.396 

Ensuring Access to Adequate Housing 

While international human rights law asserts that Member States should provide adequate housing to inhabitants, 

Member States are not required to directly construct housing, and are still allowed to carry out development projects 

which may lead to displacement of persons and evictions, provided that such evictions are managed in consultation 

with affected persons and accommodate their needs.397 In addition, access to housing is not synonymous with land or 

property ownership, although these may overlap.398The inability of the housing sector to keep up with rapid 

urbanization and ensure the provision of adequate housing units for urban dwellers is the biggest challenge in 

addressing adequate housing.399 UN-Habitat estimates that 96,150 housing units must be built each day to ensure 

sufficient housing in 2030.400 Adequate housing is not a problem limited to developing states; affordability of 

housing and homelessness are also major issues in Member States with adequate resources.401 In 2015, Ms. Farha’s 

thematic report focused on “homelessness as a global human rights crisis directly linked to increased inequality of 

wealth and property.”402 In the absence of a clear definition for homelessness, Ms. Farha proposed a “three-

dimensional,” human rights-based approach by defining homelessness as firstly, the absence of a home, in both a 

material and social sense; secondly, the systematic discrimination against those deprived of a home; and thirdly, 

emphasizing homeless persons as people with rights that have been taken away from them.403 

 

Adequate, affordable housing is intrinsically part of the solution to homelessness.404 While developing countries 

have an issue meeting quantity and quality for adequate housing, more developed markets such as Europe have 

focused on large-scale production to meet demand, neglecting affordability of rentals, and entirely excluding the 

possibility of home ownership.405 Challenges to provision of adequate housing include weak governance systems, 

inadequate urban policy and planning, and a malfunctioning housing sector.406 The social, cultural, environmental, 

and economic aspects of housing are often ignored in national housing policies and projects.407 Government housing 

projects proposed in remote locations ignore slum dwellers’ lifestyles and livelihoods, and impose extra expenses in 

the form of increased transport costs, or poor access to basic social services such as education.408 

 

McKinsey Global Institute proposed several policy approaches to reduce the cost of affordable housing by 20-50% 

such as releasing land supply, reducing construction and maintenance costs by capitalizing on new technology, and 

lowering financing costs for buyers and developers.409 Governments can also directly take initiatives in urban 
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planning to ensure appropriate management of their urban expansion.410 Such strategies comprise economic 

development, job creation, good governance and inclusion of the general public, and sufficient adequate housing 

such that marginalized groups of society are integrated.411 These approaches would benefit from partnerships 

between public and private sectors, as well as NGOs and community-based organizations, all of which are 

stakeholders in the process, and contribute to its success or failure.412  

Incremental (Site and Services) Housing 

The site-and-services approach is one solution to adequate housing that has been made, in which land and basic 

infrastructure are provided, and the remaining rooms of the house are completed by homeowners.413 Generally, the 

housing core (toilet and kitchen) are provided, and homeowners build their house through informal finance or family 

labor.414 The World Bank has provided considerable support for this approach, and it has been implemented in many 

cities in South America, Asia and Africa.415 As it involves a relatively low initial cost compared to conventional 

house construction, it becomes possible to construct more houses, in addition to making it a viable option for poorer 

families. Significant criticism of this approach is the location chosen for these sites, which may not be as convenient 

to slum dwellers as their current location.416 High standards of construction and poor cost recovery from existing 

schemes have also restricted the viability of this solution.417  

An example of incremental housing is the work of the Chilean firm, Elemental, in Iquique, Chile in 2003.418 Faced 

with the task of rehousing 100 families at an extremely low budget, the firm opted to provide “half a good house,” 

with plumbing, shelter and services and allow the residents to continue building their homes as they liked.419 

Vertical expansion made full use of the land to house the maximum number of inhabitants.420 However, criticism of 

this approach is that it has affected only 2,500 homes, an insignificant number considering that 126,000 families 

lived in slums in 1997 and 29,000 families in 2007.421 

Conclusion 

As urbanization continues to increase exponentially, it is imperative that Member States ensure that the rights of 

urban dwellers are accounted for. Based on the ICESCR, the current marginalization of a large percentage of the 

urban population could be construed as a violation of human and urban rights, and urgent action is needed to address 

this issue.422 Homelessness and the spread of urban slums are a result of inadequate housing, largely due to decades 

of neglect. A twin approach is required, where efforts are made to upgrade slums, while simultaneously increasing 

the stock of adequate affordable housing worldwide. These issues are truly global issues, not limited by geography, 

and Member States have a clear and direct responsibility to address these issues within their borders. Participatory 

initiatives and inclusive urban policies are possible solutions that the international community currently employs on 

some scale; yet, there remains room for other creative solutions to address these problems.  

Further Research 

In the light of urban poverty and weak governments, how can urban slum dwellers be empowered to improve their 

situations? There exist many classifications for urban slums; how can the international system in general, and UN-

Habitat, in particular, account for these differences while working on slum upgrading projects? How can the 
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international community and Member States introduce policies that ensure the engagement of marginalized groups 

in society to lead to sustainable development? Where have previous slum upgrading efforts failed and what can we 

learn from their failures, as well as successes? How can homelessness be effectively addressed, when homeless 

people are systematically discriminated against in societies? What are the root causes due to which housing is 

expensive, and how can we build up on existing research to achieve affordable, adequate housing? What approaches, 

similar to incremental housing, have successfully contributed to the provision of, or access to, adequate housing? 

How can these initiatives be scaled up, reproduced, and introduced to cities across the world, accounting for cultural, 

economic, and social differences?  
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