Partnership in Action for a Community Driven Land and Shelter Process: Gobabis, Namibia

Namibia Housing Action Group

This work is a partnership between a community-based organization (the Gobabis Shack Dwellers Network), a local authority and a support NGO, Namibia Housing Action Group (NHAG).  Additional support has been provided by the Shack Dwellers Federation of Namibia (SDFN), and the international network to which it is affiliated, Shack/Slum Dwellers International.  

The experience illustrates the strategies the Shack Dwellers Federation of Namibia and their support NGO, the Namibia Housing Action Group, have been using in a number of towns and cities throughout the country and which have resulted in land and upgrading opportunities for 4,000 families.  Whilst small in global terms, in its local context this figure is significant and this scale has addressed the needs of about 5 per cent of those living in inadequate and insecure shelter in Namibian towns and cities.  To understand the strategies used by the Federation and support NGO to achieve success, this presentation concentrates on activities in one urban centre.  The example of Gobabis has been highlighted due to the close and strengthening relationship between low-income urban residents in the town and the municipality.  Such relationships are an essential foundation for the realisation of substantive improvements.  

The initiative has supported a community process in Gobabis which has secured affordable land, housing and services for those participating in the first incremental development.  This group has accessed shelter and service finance, developed accountable financial systems, as well as built a working partnership between the major stakeholders.  The community was empowered to drive their development process with the support of the authority and NGO partner.

Context and background

Namibia is facing an enormous challenge to secure affordable shelter, land and services to the poor communities in the urban areas.  The smaller towns and villages in the country are facing the biggest challenge due to the scarce resources available for development.  About 50% of households in Gobabis (population 13,000), live in informal shelters, where 85% do not have access to toilets.  Prior to the activities described here,  there were no options in the town for securing affordable land as individual developed plots were too expensive. 

The Shack Dwellers Federation of Namibia has been organizing in the town for some years and has established 16 savings groups.  These community organizations bring together neighbours, particularly women, to consider their development priorities and how these might be realised.  Secure tenure and improved services are of critical importance.  Higher income households also wish to improve their housing although this is not affordable for many.  

This Federation network emerged from autonomous savings schemes in informal settlements that were set up in the early 1990s.  As examples of people-centred development and the potential of savings based organizations spread, more savings schemes formed.  By 2002, the Federation had 187 savings schemes, 31 of which had acquired land for infrastructure and housing development.  By 2005 savings equally N$ 3 million (US $0.5 million) with over 10,000 active savers.  The Federation has a national loan fund called Twahangana which is financed by the Namibian government (N$ 3 million) and international donors.  The Fund offers loans to Federation members for infrastructure, housing and income generation.
  The availability of loan finance means that once members secure land, they can borrow to improve infrastructure, services and housing.  The experiences of Gobabis demonstrate the significance of this loan finance in accessing services.  

The Shack Dwellers Federation of Namibia is part of an international network of grassroots organizations and support NGOs, Shack/Slum Dwellers International (SDI).
  Shack/Slum Dwellers International has a membership of 4-5 million worldwide and is a member of the United Nations Task Force against Eviction and the Millennium Development Goal Taskforce on Goal 7, Target 11 which seeks to “…have achieved by 2020 a significant improvement in the lives of at least 100 million slum dwellers.”  The Shack Dwellers Federation of Namibia and the Namibia Housing Action Group have adopted the strategies of SDI.  The strategies of SDI go far beyond self-help housing and low-cost incremental development.  One of the key characteristics is the emphasis on increased community capacity so that the urban poor themselves are able to lead negotiations with the state and its agencies.  
Gobabis: Activities and finance

The activities in Gobabis project have used multiple resources to address needs.  Through the provision of secure tenure and with access to loan finance, this has enabled households to invest in infrastructure and service provision. In some cases, families have gone on to improve housing with assistance from loan finance provided by the government’s Build Together programme. This is not a conventional project with annual budget, but a process whereby different resources were combined.  In total, N$ 1,041,324 (US $ 173,554) has been spent up to the end of 2005.  Of this, 7 per cent has been provided by the community, 27 per cent has been invested by the municipality, and 51 per cent has been provided as loan finance including the Federation’s loan fund (Twahangana)  whose funds have been used for services and the national government’s Build Together programme for some households to construct houses.  This finance has all been invested in land, services and infrastructure, and buildings.  Fifteen percent of the funds have been provided by the Namibia Housing Action Group for learning related activities.

The activities in Gobabis began, as noted above, in 1998 with the formation of a local savings scheme.  Following negotiations with the municipality, the community were allowed to purchase, from the Municipality, a block of land for 50 plots with access to bulk infrastructure at 14% of the cost of individual serviced plots.  This is lowest land price for a block of land with access to bulk infrastructure offered to an SDFN group and also the lowest in Namibia.  The development fund of the Federation, (the Twahangana Fund) provides credit for income generating and services installation.  The fund also provides bridging finance for the government’s decentralised Build Together programme for housing construction.  The members each borrowed N$1,200 for installing the service reticulation inside the block.  Each member contributed N$120 savings as a deposit.  Sewer and water lines were installed, three manholes (inspection chambers) for the sewers and a water meter for each member.   
The community made a significant human contribution through sweat equity, This resulted in an overall lowering by 25 per cent of the construction costs through the preparation of all excavations and making building blocks for houses.  The members also manage their project further reducing costs, doing their own bookkeeping and keeping records of building materials purchased and used.  As a part of their general collaboration with the Federation, they hosted community exchanges with groups throughout Namibia to share their financial management and construction skills.  The project has focussed particularly on peer-to-peer exchanges to catalyse learning and ensure adequate training and ongoing education.

The Municipality contributed N$10,000 towards the costs of a community information centre which has become a resource base for the Federation.  Records are kept there and updated on a monthly basis. The Namibia Housing Action Group has provided technical support to the process.  The NGO provided the remaining half of the costs related to the community centre.  As significantly, NGO staff have assisted in supporting project-level learning providing a framework within which community members can talk through experiences and make decisions about forthcoming strategies. The national government has not been involved in this project as an implementing agency.  However, the government has supported community activities through the Build Together Programme, established in 1992.  The government has also contributed to the capital in the Twanhangana Fund through regular donations.

In 2004, an application for 100 plots submitted to the Municipality was approved but land could not be made available to the groups as the land was occupied with shacks and still to relocate the occupants. After a follow up, the savings schemes realised that the Municipality have not yet begun the relocation.  To ensure more effective follow-up, a land committee made up of Municipal Officials and savings scheme members was established.  Since its establishment the committee has met monthly at the Federation’s information centre with community members chairing the meeting.  The Secure Land Tenure Committee of the Habitat Committee (a stakeholder committee under the Ministry for Regional, Local Government and Housing and Rural Development) attended one of the meetings and was impressed by the cooperation between the community, the town council officials and the councillors.  As a result of this greater cooperation, relocation of the existing residents was initiated and the land made available for Federation members.

As greater collaboration has taken place, women have come to take up leadership roles during the meetings with the municipality, where they chair the meetings themselves.   Meeting within their own environment helps to give the members confidence to speak and talk about their issues.  
Gobabis Municipality has taken a political decision to support and develop this work.  Previously, the municipality had initiated various projects to improve access to toilets and water for its low-income residents.  However, it was eager to address the land and service needs on a larger scale and decided to support the saving groups in its efforts to secure tenure and basic services for its members.  Land has been provided to another group of 130 members, while additional land is now being prepared for further members. 
Objectives and Strategies 

The people’s objective in Gobabis, to achieve a sustainable development process for securing affordable land, services and shelter, was in response to the needs of the poor community. The specific strategies emerged when poor people shared experiences in other towns and countries.  These include the building of trust amongst the poor with regular small savings as a basis from where they could negotiate for land and finance; managing their own land development and contributing their own labour towards the development. 

The second objective is to scale up to reach more poor people on local, national and international level emerged through the demonstration of affordable solutions in practice.  The strengthening of the partnership with the municipality assists further saving groups locally, while national and international exchanges increase awareness and support for community processes.

Results Achieved

Land has been secured for 50 members of the saving group.  These members have now occupied their plots (300 m2  per household) and are embarking on incremental development.  The community has upgraded the block of land with individual water and sanitation connections and completed the construction of 32 houses.  A community centre has also been constructed.  Based on the success of this initiative, land for a further 130 households has been offered by the municipality.

Improved coordination and the institutionalisation of partnerships for addressing tenure and services issues has been achieved.  There is now a “land team” which meets regularly and which has responsible for developed further strategies and plans to ensure that all of those in need in Gobabis have a chance to secure tenure and basic services.   

Changes in local strategies have been experienced on a wider scale where other towns have learned from the experiences in Gobabis. 

The saving group’s institutional capacity is the reason why Gobabis has become a learning centre and the Omaheke region became an active network in the federation. The leadership (80% women) facilitated the increase of saving groups from two to 13 saving groups.  New labour patterns in house construction and a flatter leadership structure emerged, enhancing the poor people’s human resource contributions.  The tasks are shared amongst the broad membership.  Confidence developed in the community for both men and women to act and for women to take more active part in the leadership.  Women, not previously respected for leadership position, have managed to break away from top-down leadership which traditionally led people not to participate and to be apathetic in decision-making.  

The project offers long term and lasting pro-poor development.  80% of the members manage to pay regularly.  The others have extended their loan periods.  The poorer sector, with a greater proportion of women-headed households, are included in the activities, and incremental development facilitate improvements according to the affordability of the members.  Women and men participate in the activities and management of the groups, which avoid the domination by individuals leading to lack of accountability and responsibility.  

Conventional urban development practices prior to 1990 facilitated ordered professionalized development practices, but the consequence was exclusion.  The costs and resources required for these practices excluded the urban poor from benefiting.  High engineering standards and land development practices based on individualised ownership and service provision resulted in no space for incremental development which was all that was affordable.  The community drive process exemplified in Gobabis includes lowering of service standards, accepting and supporting communities to take up the role of developing the land themselves incrementally, accepting community ownership and accepting a community driven process supported by professionals.  This process is supported in the draft Flexible Land Tenure Bill.  
Greater participation in decision-making and more accountability in resource management ensure that the community-based processes became more strongly entrenched amongst Namibia’s poor.  More local authorities now support community driven processes, share plans of action on land development, and facilitate combined decision-making.  

Lessons Learned  

The Hatago Community has demonstrated that a community driven process can result in affordable land and shelter.  Local Authority recognition combined with financial support from the National Government (in the form of soft housing loans) and a Federation loan fund for community-driven process has enabled a cost effective development process that can reach a larger portion of the urban poor.  The community realised their financial constraints and made use of their own labour to produced their building materials and built smaller houses.

The municipality recognised opportunities for scaling up with a more sustainable approach and a move away from uncontrolled settlements. A practiced partnership emerging between the local stakeholders is enabling the scaling up of developments in the town (and beyond).  The formulation of a local based jointly constituted land team is a new strategy in Namibia.  

Communities and authorities can learn and apply development options drawing on practical examples and direct contacts with the various actors involved.   Exchanges within and outside of the country (within the network of the Shack/Slum Dwellers International) helped to facilitate this process.  On community level these exchanges facilitate a learning and awareness raising about daily savings, building trust and managing resources.  Combined institutional (local authority and community) exchanges improve the relationships between the stakeholders to facilitate development choices for addressing problems of the poor. 

Exchanges are initiated by any of the stakeholders who demonstrate interest in the process.  Requests come through the SDI network internationally, the SDFN network in Namibia and the communities in the regions.  In Namibia, six combined local authority/community exchanges to Gobabis have taken place, while four international exchanges from Luanda (community only), Bulawayo (local authority and community), Malawi (national government, local authority and community) and Zambia (local authority and community) have also occurred.  Regional and national community exchanges take place on a monthly basis.  These exchanges enable sharing and learning from experiences to bring about a community-driven processes.  Officials who participate are mostly on management level, thereby awareness and ideas are raised amongst decision- and policy makers as well as practitioners.  These exchanges are low budget, since they are hosted by the communities themselves.  The learning opportunities for members are maximised where discussions in small groups facilitate direct interaction and learning, thereby information needs from the participants can be directly addressed.  

The participatory model is easily adapted to different local contexts.  Although land development options in the different localities are not the same, workable solutions on the same principles can be developed.  For example, Outapi town in Omusati region cannot deliver the same level of bulk infrastructure, but allowed the lowering of standards in the development to enable improvements to take place.  

This development is promoted during National Habitat Meetings as a demonstration of how secure tenure and basic services can be achieved.  The following legislation and policies are responding to the community driven processes:

· Flexible Land Tenure Bill to further support community based land management and scale up the land delivery process with government support. 

· The revised housing policy which is to be incorporated into a White Paper (under preparation)

· Namibia National Development plan now includes the activities of saving groups

�  Borrowers pay 1 per cent a month interest on the outstanding balanceof what.   and lLoans are released through the member organizations who assist with the building and collecting repayments.  The maximum loan is N$ 15,000 per member.  Prior to loan releases, members work together to assess affordability.  Group members determine the loan amount by discussing with the applicants the amount they are prepared to pay, their capacity to save and their incomes.  Members are encouraged to borrow smaller amounts to improve affordability.  Monthly payments are calculated to enable the members to repay the loans within a period of 11 years; members facing affordability problems can delay repayments �.  


�  The network is known as Shack Dwellers International in Africa and Slum Dwellers International in Asia reflecting the different self-identities of the urban poor.  
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