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As is well known, concern began to emerge starting in the 1950s around the explosive population growth occurring in large Latin American cities. This population growth had originated out of economic policies focused on import substitution, bringing with them an accelerated rural-urban migration process and important birth rate increase.

In several of our countries, once the inner-city rental districts became saturated — housing form which provided the initial response to the poor population’s new demands — unregulated division into multiple parcels and settlement of urban land spread rapidly. In the 1960s, the phenomena was generalized and the landscape of “irregular settlements” dominated in various Latin American cities. The ranchos of Caracas, the favelas of Rio de Janeiro, and in general the shacks and shanties seen in Mexico City and other important cities in the region, alarmed the dominant sectors, middle classes, and general public opinion.

The first responses to the situation were targeted to promote housing production and construction based on modern architectural ideas and the Charter of Athens. In other words: construction of expansive high-rise apartment blocks built on a massive scale, incorporating new building technologies and housing concepts based on the nuclear family and minimum spaces but with all modern-day required services. Parallel to, or in lieu of, this strategy, the bulldozer policy was used to eliminate the huts, shanties, shacks, and other types of housing which, always with derogatory terms, allude to the housing of the poor.

These two types of responses no doubt reflect the incomprehension of the phenomena and social rejection of the world of “the poor,” who are blamed for the existence of this type of settlement and for making our cities ugly. At the same time they are held responsible for their situation, accused of being “lazy,” “backward in their ways,” “irresponsible drunks,” or simply “not modern and civilized” like the dominant classes.

Contempt for popular settlement processes goes hand in hand with proposals which, by force or guised as “assistance,” sustain that the only legitimate solution to the housing problem is one based on the ideas of the dominant classes as to what housing and habitat should be.

Faced with the scale of the problem and given the ineffectiveness of the above-described policies to overcome it, between the late 1960s and early 1970s a series of initiatives emerged in the search for solutions or strategies, which, while they might not resolve the problem, aimed to at least soften its effects. One example is illustrated in the land invasion policies directed in Peru by the state itself, and in Chile by some political parties although with state consent.

Later came the attempts by some professionals to propose solutions derived from observation of certain formal and technical aspects of the processes. Most noteworthy among these solutions are the “sites and services” and “progressive housing” strategies promoted by the World Bank, which the region’s governments reluctantly accepted along with the dollars lent to them, so necessary for their economies.

Unfortunately, these solutions, far from understanding the complexity and the logics in which irregular or uncontrolled settlement took place — uncontrolled, that is, by existing laws which attempted to create an orderly world through rules and prohibitions, maintaining social divisions and inequities — ended up marginalizing the poor even more, closing and limiting the paths toward other options which were already emerging.

Many authors attempted to delve further in the understanding of the phenomena, and some proposed different solutions. Most of them conceived it as a problem of the capitalist market societies, their intrinsic injustice, and the role they assigned to laborers’ families in relation to habitat and housing. They therefore concluded that changing the social system would be the basis for resolving the problem.

Nevertheless, the erred experiences and the limits and failures of housing policies of the socialist countries, which with similar urban-architectural concepts repeated and amplified the same type of solutions — for example, large high-density high-rise apartment buildings — soon showed that the issue was not so simple.

Among alternative proposals which emerged, one which stands out is that of John Turner, who emphasized the values and importance of self-produced — in lieu of self-built — urbanization and housing processes developed by poor inhabitants. While with a certain dose of idealization and individualism, which generated some criticism, Turner proposed creating an open and decentralized system, which would allow the population to select among diverse options in the distinct self-production process phases. I believe that the root of this author’s proposal deserves to be rescued: the creation and development of a society with greater capacity of action for the social agents, less dependent on the state, but at the same time fair and equitable.

The socialist left, in contrast, focused on attending to the workers and the most needy through state policies, but with centralized structures based on the specialized, and not infrequently idealized, knowledge of the professionals and on that established by the political vanguard as the common good. In most cases, proposals were promoted which may be qualified as technocratic, full of good intentions. It is important to recall that the defenders of this current spurned self-production, seen as one more form of exploitation of the working class, and therefore they have found it difficult to comprehend the complexity and the potentials of self-produced processes.

In the institutional field, among the multiple proposals put forward and pursued in the “third world,” we see a variety of options developed by national governments, the World Bank, and the United Nations Center for Human Settlements (UNCHS or Habitat Center), which attempt to find options toward solutions to the growing problem of irregular settlements — which in fact multiplied in the second half of the past century despite the many programs and policies applied.

In reality, behind the good intentions of some actors and the declarations of governments was general distrust of the poor majority population, and, worse yet, the miserable amount of resources designated in national budgets to the low-income groups.

The search for alternatives

Parallel to the processes described, in the decades of the 1960s and 1970s, different actors emerged in Latin America who would link more directly and organically with the popular sectors in function of settlement and housing. The so-called nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and various sectors of progressive elements of the Catholic Church, especially the Jesuits, began to form important networks around these issues at the regional as well as global scales — such as the Latin American and Asian Popular Housing Service (Servicio Latinoamericano y Asiátio de Vivienda Popular — SELAVIP). Diverse professionals, either individually or linked to universities, also began to search for answers working from the problematic itself.

Various initiatives and proposals developed calling for improvement of the majority population’s housing and habitat problems to be undertaken in a more integral way and through a more complex vision of the problems and the ways to resolve them. These initiatives and proposals did not refer merely to finance, norms, or architectural-construction solutions to housing and infrastructure, but saw the problems rather as an opportunity for the population itself to decide and control how to improve its life, considering, among other aspects, those related to habitat and housing.

The strategy is based on two key aspects: participation and organization. It begins from the basic precept that the fundamental problem rests in the economic and political weakness of the individual actors (in this case, the poor settlers), respecting the social and cultural forms, which make up their world.

The intention, therefore, is to transform housing and habitat conditions, which cannot be separated from the struggle to improve the popular sectors’ economic, social, and political capacities. Organization, training, participation in decisions, etc., are required at different levels and in function of immediate as well as medium and long-term interests.

Of course it is not naively assumed that simply this process and the struggle to transform housing and habitat conditions would on their own produce general transformation of society toward a more just and equitable world. Among many other required factors, linkages must be developed among the multiple forms of social and economic struggle developing in diverse fields and sectors, among which stand out those led by housing and habitat groups and movements in various countries of our continent (Argentina, Brazil, Ecuador, Peru, and Uruguay, among others).

Habitat I

The first world conference on human settlements, Habitat I, held in Vancouver in 1976 organized by the United Nations, fostered the encounter of numerous groups and persons struggling for a better world from the habitat and housing field. Groups from the north and the south of the planet established links and exchanged experiences. The collective reflection, discussions, and proposals gathered there were synthesized in a Charter on human settlements subscribed to by the majority of participants.

Nevertheless, many of the proposals were used afterward only as elements of government discourse and were never reflected in effective actions or resources to support groups struggling for housing and habitat.

In part due to the occasion opened by this meeting, the Mexican government that same year decreed its Human Settlements Law, which proposed interesting changes. The Law, however, ran up against enormous resistance by the conservative sectors — for whom it was a socialist law — and manipulated public opinion. What could have been important social reforms toward greater access to urban land for the low-income population, and in general greater public control over urban issues, were thus detained.

One year later, the Ministry of Human Settlements and Public Works was created in Mexico. Some members of the habitat NGOs, respected as professionals with important experience and an open and plural vision of the issue, were invited to collaborate in the Ministry’s housing area.

In 1979, the first National Housing Program was approved. Following are some of the most noteworthy strategies lobbied for by the NGOs to support the poor population’s housing efforts:

· accept that housing is a process and should be recognized as such in laws and regulations in order to assure respect for the different ways of pursuing said process;

· legally recognize organized inhabitants, integrated in the form of cooperatives or as housing associations, in order for them to be eligible for loans and finance;

· create a financial institution which supported the low-income inhabitants, in accordance with their characteristics and modalities, and especially non-wage earners;

· propose a housing law to foment the different production forms and the participation of diverse social agents.

All of these goals were achieved, although with different degrees of success. Especially noteworthy is the creation of the National Popular Housing Fund (Fondo Nacional de las Habitaciones Populares — FONHAPO), an institution with enough flexibility in its rules and operating criteria for organized inhabitants to obtain loans. In the ten-year period of 1982-1992, FONHAPO allocated approximately 2,000 loans, benefiting 150,000 people.

Setbacks and new paths opened in the struggle

Most unfortunately, all these advances have been in large part disassembled and destroyed by the new economic policies, referred to as neo-liberal, applied beginning in the mid-1980s in the housing field as in others in Latin America and Mexico (especially as of 1992). This is the era of what some researchers characterize as “the deconstruction of the popular housing support system”. 

It is necessary to analyze and evaluate what this setback of the progressive forces has meant and means, especially in the light of the extraordinary development of capitalism in its financial and global phase which paradoxically submerges modern societies in the illusion of material wealth and technological progress — even if only for a few — while placing human civilization at risk, confronting it with social, economic, and ecological collapse.

In the field we have been analyzing, housing and habitat are merchandise to be produced and distributed according to market laws. In a world where everything must be paid for, solidarity, mutual aid, and other social forms of production not based on the law of earnings, have no place. At the same time it is important to recognize that many social policies and postures, even progressive ones, have been exposed and placed in crisis, for the facts of being plagued with inefficiency, irresponsibility, determinism, willfulness, incapacity, and demagogy. If we do not transform and fight against these as well, our proposals for profound transformation will have little possibility of success.

But by this moment we can also refer to an already long historic experience uniting multiple actors: social groups and organizations, nongovernmental organizations, committed research centers and university groups, professionals and technicians looking to give sense to their practice, a few governmental experiences seeking authentic solutions for the common good, and some functionaries and members of international civil society bodies, the United Nations, and even the World Bank.

The UN declared International Year of the Homeless in 1987 created the occasion to bring together 57 NGOs from 40 countries in Limuru, Kenya. The Limuru Declaration and the mutual understanding, which came out of that gathering led to the proposal to transform Habitat International Council, which had been established in conjunction with the Vancouver Habitat I Conference. The Council itself, and as one of the most salient activities of that year, organized the Habitat Forum held in Berlin. Part of the Forum included the exhibit of social production of habitat experiences undertaken in Latin American, African, and Asian countries. The occasion also served to invite the NGOs involved in those experiences and other groups and individuals working over many years in the search for alternatives, to form part, together with the old Council members, of Habitat International Coalition (HIC). 

An important transformation began at that point, and it was decided that both the headquarters and the General Secretary of the new HIC should be chosen from the southern hemisphere. It was the first network with more than three hundred members encompassing nongovernmental and civil organizations and research and academic centers, with a clear definition of objectives and strategies in the struggle for the right to housing and related aspects derived from that struggle.

Along that same path, the Rio de Janeiro conference on sustainable development in 1992 made possible the gathering of Latin American inhabitants organizations (united in the Continental Front of Communal Organizations — Frente Continental de Organizaciones Comunales FCOC), environmentalist networks, and members of the Science and Technology for Development in Ibero-America program (Ciencia y Tecnología para el Desarrollo en Iberoamérica — CYTED) among others. That occasion no doubt provided great stimulus to the process of analysis, reflection, and work programs aiming to impact at the international level in the application of the right to housing and the city, as well as to lobby for policies which would allow the greatest number of social groups to participate with their own decisions and achieve access to the support they needed to improve their quality of life.

In 1993, at the invitation of the then Director of the UN Habitat Center to a meeting to promote the Cities Summit (Habitat II, Istanbul 1996), the decision was made to reinforce the Coalition’s work in the promotion of the implementation of the right to housing and to consolidate all the necessary measures. Discussion on the issue was opened in various forums, and the initiative emerged from the Latin American HIC network to promote social production of habitat and housing (SPHH) as a key concept and strategy to focus and reap the greatest potential from the efforts undertaken by the inhabitants. 

Social Production of Habitat and Housing (SPHH): the debate

The term social production of habitat and housing had been in use since the 1970s and was gradually being adopted by various actors, although the lack of consensus on a precise definition led to various differing interpretations. In some texts it is defined as “the evolutionary development process of habitat, spontaneous or planned, to achieve satisfaction of the tangible and intangible needs of the traditionally excluded social sectors”.

In more detail, for Enrique Ortiz it is “a social production system acting on a not-for-profit basis, through the initiative and under the control of a social entity which may be a community based organization (cooperative, association, mutual-aid group, union, etc.), or a professional nongovernmental organization (some the types of NGOs, technical assistance groups, popular housing institutes, pro-housing civil associations, etc.) which produce housing units and complexes for organized seekers of housing, who generally participate actively in the housing process from its initial phases”. 

Here we have a first problem. Many understand social production as that in which the inhabitants participate, in either individual or organized form. Others include the population, which is organized for said purposes or that which is organized under the wing of governmental institutions. And others refer to it as self-production and/or self-construction or informal production, etc. It is also important to note that some refer only to housing, while others consider the broad habitat sphere in general.

This demonstrates that in social production of housing and habitat processes, many actors intervene with different roles, diverse conceptions of how to do things, and distinct goals and objectives. Classifying as social production of housing and habitat both that produced spontaneously and that produced through planned, participative, and strategic processes, with the inhabitants themselves as significant actors, is useful from the point of view of comprehension of the phenomena. Nevertheless, for the purposes of a proposal to build a transforming policy, which integrates the efforts of the population with participative organization, financial supports, and fulfillment of adequate norms, contradictions emerge requiring further analysis. It is not the purpose of this text to delve into said contradictions, but only to expose these questions so they may be discussed and SPHH more solidly defined.

It is important to recall that the idea of social production of habitat emerges from the evidence of the enormous effort undertaken by an important part of the population — those who we define in Latin America as the popular sectors — to obtain their own home. The popular settlements have allowed many inhabitants to acquire a plot on which to build a home over time and gradually achieve introduction of infrastructure and facilities. Such places have also generated a supply of rental housing, mainly rooms in homes or vecindades (generally buildings formerly convents or other communal habitation institutions converted into multi-family dwellings), in which small stores, workshops, and factories are often developed alongside housing.

The process has a series of positive results which must be emphasized, given that its virtues tend to be denied: housing with ample spaces and flexibility to respond to multiple demands (shops, rental rooms, additional homes), streets with variable uses allowing formation of neighborhoods, and scales fostering social interaction.

Nevertheless, these inhabitants also face many problems. First of all, they must overcome existing norms and deal with the incomprehension of many technicians, researchers, and functionaries who look upon them with political sympathy but do not understand the processes and their potentials. In second place, they must resolve the poor conditions of the sites and lands on which they are located: often on the outskirts of the city, poorly communicated and serviced, on difficult lands with steep slopes, prone to flooding, etc.

Despite all these limitations and difficulties, these inhabitants build neighborhoods which over time are gradually consolidated. We can affirm that after fifty years, many of them are in better state than most of the housing complexes built through public policies and with technical supervision.

The purpose of SPHH is to achieve a production system which allows diverse sectors of society to obtain habitat and housing responsive to their multiple conditions and demands through processes in which they participate and make decisions, and doing so in a way which adapts to their present and future realities, possibilities, and potentials. Which allows them to relate their particular demands with those of the block, neighborhood, and city-wide communities in which they live; linking with the social, economic-political, normative, cultural, architectural, urban-space, and ecological sustainability questions which make up and determine habitat, understood as a product-production in a dialectic process. We would thus have a complex response to the multi-varied phenomena of inhabiting and of habitat.

A first question posed to us is whether only organized population groups may lead this type of experience. Here we have two levels: that of housing, and that of habitat. It is obvious that the two must be related and linked and this is one of the objectives to be pursued, but we must also accept they may be carried out independently, and in any case we may work from one to link it with the other.

A second question, at both the housing and habitat levels, is the dominant trend toward isolated processes of families or communities (the street, neighborhood, etc.). Here we must accept that this is the case and support them, attempting to help them advance toward more complex organizational and participative forms.

This means in the case of housing, that for those families attempting an individual self-production process, the system should make it possible for them to do so, given the reality that they are the majority and it will be difficult in the early stages to get them to work only through organized processes.

Toward a definition of “Social Production of Habitat and Housing”

In synthesis, we will define SPHH as the system which allows individuals, families, communities, and different social organizations, to produce housing and habitat in such a way as to control the fundamental decisions, either individually or jointly, through processes which tend to evolve toward more complex and effective forms. This implies the need for the existence of policies, strategies, instruments, legislation, norms, finance, advisory, and space for all of the paths, possibilities, and options which facilitate it.

We propose a SPHH which is planned, participative, and strategic, with the following central characteristics:

· active actors inclined to link with others;

· flexible planning;

· diagnosis developed based on agreed community needs;

· decisions made in a participative way jointly by the whole of actors;

· collective construction and action plans, and

· projects which express the possible, based on consensus and conflict-resolution.

These characteristics and the objectives should be envisioned over time, not as mandatory preconditions but rather as the situation we aspire to reach. It is clear that SPHH ideas and forms are in permanent construction, and the experiences and paths forming it over time must be evaluated. Even more important is to undertake theoretical discussion among the different interested actors, which would allow us to clarify our intention, identify diversities and possibilities, and gradually perfect the most useful strategies for its development and evolution.

This essay intends to simply contribute a series of ideas on the processes, reflections, and discussions of some of us actors who have been involved in these themes. I hope this opportunity opens new possibilities for more fruitful dialogue both among the NGOs and social organizations as well as with other involved actors, especially the international institutions and governments.
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