Social Production of Habitat

What, Who and Where in the Present World

Attentive observation of our world today confirms that we are in times of profound change. Recent dramatic events, scientific and technological developments, novel ideas and human endeavors, evolution of the world’s religions, and changes in the political world, augur a drastically different future immediately upon us.

We live in contradictory and paradoxical times. The trends that feed the accumulation and world domination of the strongest, simultaneously inspire new social, technological, productive, spiritual, and political responses, often diametrically opposed and occasionally inexplicable. Some are encouraging, others disquieting. 

On the one hand, new forms of domination are consolidated that are increasingly abstract and distant from the population and even national governments. They advance processes toward infinite accumulation and growth and they seek to solidify the control of a few over power, resources and knowledge. In exchange, the vast majorities are increasingly impoverished, excluded and subordinated.

On the other hand, wonderfully vigorous, fresh and creative social processes are emerging. These tend toward substituting the economy as the center of our ethic, relocating human beings, once again inextricably linked with nature, in its place. It is a new planetary humanism that assumes us as part of the social, natural and physical world in which life develops, and that understands us as free beings, active and responsible subjects, capable of self-organizing ourselves.

In the vortex of these opposing trends, a new consciousness of universality emerges that visualizes our planet as home for all. Global connections are established in defense of nature, the environment, and human habitat. Organized follow-up develops to the world summits oriented to revert depredatory and dehumanizing trends. Social movements form in the rich countries promoting anti-consumerism and fair and ecological trade. The international struggles against all types of discrimination and in favor of indigenous peoples’ and women’s causes are strengthened. Inclusion and the defense of life are promoted. Efforts opposed to forced displacements and in support of migrants, and international initiatives to promote the recognition, defense and implementation of human rights, are linked and united. Struggles opposed to the threats and impacts of economic globalization, drug trafficking, and money-laundering become better articulated. In synthesis, increasingly active and internationally organized civil and social organizations and networks are consolidated.

Building the change from social practices

Social groups are emerging in various parts of the world, driving innovative and self-managed experiences capable of addressing the complex challenge of satisfying their needs and the integrated management of their productive, cultural, and community-living processes. These groups organize themselves to assume responsibility for a broad range of activities: food production; management of strategic environmental components such as water; production, improvement and management of their habitat; defense, promotion and implementation of human rights; the struggle against discrimination and in favor of gender equity, and numerous others.

These highly dynamic and innovative visions and complex phenomena point toward construction of a new society. And by linking them, we can pursue and advance along new paths. The wealth of accumulated experience and the diversity of projects and programs underway in production and social management of housing and habitat make these privileged fields through which to do so.

These fields present us with complex self-organization processes built through collective movements and interactions of urban inhabitants generating projects and actions focused on fulfilling their rights to the city and to housing. The converging point of these processes is the organized struggle for land, housing, and basic services. Their most visible results: homes, housing complexes, and popular neighborhoods, produced and managed under the direct control of the social organizations and communities living there.

But these experiences are not limited to the construction of living spaces; they also address many other aspects of their members’ social, cultural and urban lives. In many cases they assume the generation of productive and distributive activities oriented to strengthen the sector’s economy. They organize around supply, health, education, security, family planning, and gender issues. They participate in the organization of civic, recreational, and sports activities. They act politically to promote and defend their interests and their place in the city. More highly evolved groups promote ecological awareness and cultural creativity among their members, and systematize, disseminate and share their experience. They also responsibly address and settle their conflicts.

Some self-managed processes have even been able to integrally conceive their settlements, linking production of their habitat to activities to favor ecological sustainability, strengthen their economy, and improve their urban surroundings.

These processes contribute to generate aware, active, and responsible citizenship, and to experiment with strategies toward the participative and democratic management of our cities, the implementation of all the human rights that converge in settlement processes, and the struggle to defend and deepen the social functions of property and of the city itself.

Many local actions, one global struggle 

The enslavement imposed by the neo-liberal model, driven by the economic interests of the large corporations and their allies in international institutions and national governments, deepens poverty and the pillaging of nature, and foments exclusion and the expropriation of the skills and knowledge of peoples and communities. In exchange, it fosters individualism and the weakening and cancellation of collective spaces dedicated to defend, promote, and implement fundamental human rights.

The experiences collected in this document emerged within this context. That is why struggle is mentioned in almost all of them as a focal point of their proposals and actions.

These experiences present worthy testimonies of the social struggle against marginalization, social and urban segregation, and lack of access to the goods and services produced by society; the cancellation of negotiation spaces and the technocratic imposition of solutions driven by economic, political, and territorial control interests; dispossession and private appropriation of common goods, public services, and individual and collective living spaces; and the cancellation of instruments and supports that allow the organized population itself to produce and manage its own habitat without profit motives as well as to exercise freedom in its inhabiting processes.

Each of the regions represented in this publication emphasizes distinct circumstances and priorities. European cases address the struggle against the loss and privatization of social housing and in favor of democratic and sustainable urban management. The Middle Eastern experience (Israel-Palestine) focuses on defense against territorial dispossession. Social groups actively participate in the introduction and management of basic urban services and in environmental improvement in African cities. Organized social movements in many Asian cities must concentrate their struggles in defense against massive evictions imposed by modernization and real estate interests. Latin American experiences emphasize strategies to secure State support and access to financial resources for production and management of housing and other habitat components pursued under the control of social organizations and enterprises. 
Obstacles and challenges 

This document presents complex experiences with long histories behind them. Several of the experiences have been recognized as Best Practices by the United Nations. Each illustrates some degree of self-organization, active participation, autonomy, and social control over the processes of defense, production and management of housing, services, facilities, and urban public spaces.

The results of each case vary in terms of their effectiveness, the time required for its consolidation, and the social satisfaction achieved, depending largely on the political will to recognize and support the initiative, the existence of adequate programs and legal, financial and other instruments to promote it, and the type of relations the organizations themselves and their advisors are able to establish with public authorities.

The negative effects of encumbering bureaucracy, political manipulation, authoritarianism, fear – and even outright rejection and combat of social organizations – are frequent in the cases presented. Lack of continuity in governments, policies, and financial flows is another recurring obstacle, as well as ignorance among public functionaries in regard to social processes of habitat production and management. Corruption and excessive paperwork present further barriers, along with lack of information and incompatibility between political and social timeframes. 

The economic and political power concentrated in the large transnational financial and real estate interests has increasingly decisive impact on the policies imposed by the multilateral cooperation institutions and national governments. Among other consequences is the constant decrease in public support and funds destined to self-production and participative management of habitat and maintenance and improvement of existing social housing.

The cases registered by social organizations also identify other obstacles that greatly limit the impacts of their work and their abilities to carry out their projects. Some refer to their own limitations: low educational levels, lack of information on rights, individualism, internal conflicts, the slow pace of democratic processes, and in some cases weak organization and management capacities, resistance to assume the responsibilities implied by exercise of social rights, and intercultural problems. Others relate to the economic and social conditions in which the families and social sectors develop their lives: increasing poverty, unemployment and job instability, dispossession, dependence, and insecurity.

These are the challenges faced every day by those who drive, assist and participate in the processes registered in this document.

Seeds of the future

But not everything is limitations and obstacles. The experiences outlined in this document, and many others that were sent to us or that we know first-hand, constitute relevant examples not only of resistance struggles taking place today throughout the planet, but of transformation from social marginality toward active and responsible citizenship. They are examples that contribute to innovation and social transformation.

Their impact is not limited to production and improvement of tens of thousands of homes, reordering and rehabilitation of precarious neighborhoods, relocation of populations in risk situations, or attention to emergency housing needs following disasters. Thanks to their innovative proposals and concrete results, many of the experiences have influenced reorientation of housing and urban development policies, and contributed to generate changes in legal, financial, and administrative instruments relevant to social housing, self-managed processes, tenure security, attention to low-income sectors, and environmental improvement, among other issues.

Some experiences have generated multi-actor and multi-sector intervention models replicable in such diverse fields as environmental sustainability, participative urban planning, neighborhood and housing improvement, and participative management of public spaces. Others are or have been operated by the social sectors sharing responsibility with local authorities and other public entities, contributing to democratize urban governance. Others have oriented their activity to the social struggle against exclusion, expropriation of their place in the city, speculation, privatization of goods, services and public spaces, or the primacy of financial interests and profit in production and management of the city.

In some way or another, each contributes to plant the seeds of the future.

Within participating communities, the social practices used in the development of these experiences contribute to construction of a culture of autonomy, management of technical and economic resources by the social organizations, development of their capacities to formulate proposals and direct projects, and the strengthening of their negotiation, local management, and community action processes.

At the social and personal levels, the experiences with high degrees of community participation report having strengthened the autonomy, community awareness, and self-esteem and confidence of their participants. Women in particular were able to dignify their social condition. They are repeatedly the primary protagonists in these processes and those most determined to fight to implement their rights. 

Also relevant is the impact of some of the projects included in this document in participants’ own economies, be it through generation of jobs, construction and management of productive spaces, creation of micro-enterprises, urban agriculture, or professional training.

In synthesis, these are experiences that go far beyond housing construction (to which commercial production limits itself). These experiences build cities and citizenship. They strengthen the popular economy and contribute to reconstitution of the social fabric that has been so deteriorated by the effects of the global model imposed on us. 

For all of these reasons, it is imperative that these processes be more widely and deeply known, understood in their complexity, and supported in their multiple manifestations at the national and international scales. This publication aims to contribute to that objective.

Enrique Ortiz

HIC President

September 2004
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