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Julián Salas Serrano, Doctor of Industrial Engineering, and architects Guillermo Gómez Megías and Belén Gesto
Barroso are members of the Institute for Cooperation in Basic Habitability (ICHaB) of the Superior Technical School of
Architecture of Madrid, a Cooperation Group of the Polytechnic University of Madrid. The ICHaB works in basic habitability
cooperation, research and education and teaches specialisation courses at the Polytechnic University of Madrid on “Cooperation
towards development in human settlements in the Third World.” This report’s authors also penned the ICHaB’s two most recent
books: Directrices de habitabilidad básica poscatástrofe para optimizar el tránsito de la emergencia al desarrollo
progresivo en el área centroamericana, based on research funded by the Carolina Foundation (Madrid, 2006), and Las
‘tomas’ de tierras urbanas en Latinoamérica hoy (Madrid, Ministry of Housing, 2010). Julián Salas, Director of the
ICHaB, also authored Hábitat y cooperación en Latinoamérica. Centroamérica antes y después del ‘Mitch’ (Cuadernos
Bakeaz, 43) and Introducción a la práctica de la evaluación de proyectos de cooperación (Cuadernos Bakeaz, 52).
According to the authors of this report, written in September 2010, the physical reconstruction of Haiti through the construction
of new human settlements cannot wait any longer. Now is the time to rebuild, beginning with schools, health clinics and
hospitals (always addressing the public sphere before the private sphere); to repair and reopen buildings with structural damage;
to “knock down” certain elements of the country’s infrastructure damaged beyond repair, selected by experts; and to reuse the
rubble that has built up in the streets, as a large part of the population cannot afford raw materials, especially after the
earthquake. Today, as in previous decades, conditions in Haiti are not conducive to recommending the construction of “adequate
housing” using development cooperation funds. Not only is such a recommendation impossible to carry out, but it would also
have a paralysing effect on the population, and without the participation of Haitians, there can be no development.
This report proposes housing solutions that involve tens of thousands of Haitians (female heads of households in particular)
participating in self-build processes. There are no magical formulas, but there is an international consensus that these projects are more
successful when they factor in the fact that poverty is heterogeneous and participatory and involves multiple sectors. We must keep in
mind the conclusions drawn at the first United Nations Conference on Human Settlements (Habitat I; Vancouver, 1976), which
warned of the impossibility of alleviating huge deficits through conventional policies based on “adequate housing for all,” as well as
Habitat II’s significant, more recent contributions (Istanbul, 1996), based on an enabling strategy and progressive habitat policies.
The report aims to call attention to the value of a basic habitability proposal for those without shelter as a feasible, realistic
alternative to the different proposals offered by cooperation programmes and a way of addressing the lack of concrete solutions in
the Action Plan for the National Recovery and Development of Haiti (March 2010).
This English edition was made possible by support from the Office of Development Cooperation at the Polytechnic University
of Madrid and the City of Vitoria-Gasteiz.
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cially as regards general housing conditions, and is almost
nonexistent when we look for data on what this report refers
to as basic habitability. In order to address this issue, we will
present a series of quantitative data that allows us to define,
in part, the country’s extreme needs at the time. We focused
our search for information on the Human Development Report
2007/2008. Fighting climate change: Human solidarity in a divided world,2 which meets the two-fold requisite of providing
recent values regarding poverty in the country and presenting information on insufficient habitability conditions.
All of the data reported in Box 1 was taken from the
aforementioned report issued by the UNDP (United Nations
Development Programme), which looks at 177 countries. Of
the 35 aspects that the report analyses in detail, we selected
only seven, which are found in the first column of our table.
Of the 177 countries that the UNDP studied, we will focus on
three here: obviously, Haiti, which was ranked 146th on the
Human Development Index (HDI) in 2008, Iceland, which
ranked first on the HDI at the time, and Spain, then 13th on
the HDI, in order to allow readers to compare the data with
conditions in our own country, undoubtedly closer to home
than Iceland, a nation that represents a very particular case
due to its small population.
Working from the values presented in Box 1, we can
draw the following conclusions, which define the status of
human settlements in Haiti before the earthquake:

In the nineties, natural disasters caused an average of 57,000
deaths and affected 211 million people every year. These
figures, most likely under calculated, mean that in the last
decade [the nineties], natural disasters took 1,300 lives a
week. The last years of the decade have seen a lot of damage:
in 1998, floods, typhoons and hurricanes left 335 million
people, 5% of the world’s population, homeless. In 1999,
natural disasters caused 132,077 deaths and affected
223 million people. In 2000, they caused 20,045 deaths and
affected 256 million people. Property damage has also been
very high. This decade, natural disasters left a total of 608
billion dollars in damages, more than 1.2 times Spain’s GDP.
And as the extent of damages is directly related to a nation’s
vulnerability, developing countries suffer the most losses
when a disaster hits. About 98% of deaths caused by natural
disasters occur in poor countries. The material losses of the
time period between 1985 and 1999 represented 2.5% of the
GDP of industrialised countries and 13.4% of the GDP of
developing countries.
José Antonio Sanahuja1
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Basic habitability in Haiti
before the earthquake
of 12 January 2010

■

It is difficult to find reliable quantitative data regarding the
situation in Haiti before the earthquake struck on 12 January,
2010: the information collected in the country is scarce, espe-

Box 1

The fact that Haiti ranked 146 out of 177 countries on the
HDI, combined with its GDP per capita of 1,663 US dollars
and an inequality in income and expenditure with an
extremely high value of 59.2 on the Gini index, are clear
indicators of Haiti’s status as a nation that should receive
priority attention as a recipient of development cooperation.

Quantitative values from the United Nations Development Programme’s Human
Development Report 2007-2008*
Country

Aspect and subject assessed
1. Human
Classification according to the human development index
Development Index Human development index value, 2005
(HDI)
Life expectancy at birth, 2005
Combined gross enrolment in primary, secondary and tertiary
level education (%), 2005
GDP per capita (purchasing power parity in 2005 US dollars)
Life expectancy index
Education index
GDP index
Classification according to GDP per capita (purchasing power
parity in dollars), less classification according to HDI
1990
2. Human
Development Index 2000
trends
2005
3. Human and
Classification according to human poverty index (HPI-1)
income poverty:
Human poverty index value (HPI-1) (%)
developing countries
Probability at birth of not surviving to age 40
Population not using an improved water source (%), 2004
Children underweight for age (% children under 5), 2005

Iceland

Spain

Haiti

1
0.968
81.5
95.4

13
0.949
80.5
98.0

146
0.529
59.6
—

36,510
0.941
0.978
0.985
4

27,169
0.925
0.987
0.935
11

1,663
0.575
0.542
0.469
2

0.918
0.947
0.968
—
—
—
—
—

0.896
0.932
0.949
—
—
—
—
—

0.472
—
0.529
74
35.4
21.4
46
17
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Population below income poverty line, 1 dollar a day (%), 1990-2005
—
—
Population below income poverty line, 2 dollars a day (%), 1990-2005
—
—
Population below income poverty line, national poverty line (%),
—
—
1990-2004
Classification according to HPI-1, less classification according
—
—
to income poverty
Total population (millions), 1975
0.2
35.7
5. Demographic
trends
Total population (millions), 2005
0.3
43.4
Total population (millions), 2015
0.3
46.0
Annual population growth rate (%), 2005-2015
0.8
0.6
Urban population (% of total), 1975
86.7
69.6
Urban population (% of total), 2005
92.8
76.7
Urban population (% of total), 2015
93.6
78.3
Population under age 15 (% of total), 2005
22.1
14.4
Population under age 15 (% of total), 2015
20.0
15.4
Population aged 65 and older (% of total), 2005
11.7
16.8
Population aged 65 and older (% of total), 2015
14.2
18.3
Total fertility rate (births per woman), 2000-2005
2.0
1.3
8.3
5.7
6. Commitment to Health expenditure: public (% of GDP), 2004
health: resources,
Health expenditure: private (% of GDP), 2004
1.6
2.4
access and services
Health expenditure: per capita (purchasing power parity in dollars),
3,294
2,099
2004
One-year-olds fully immunised against tuberculosis (%), 2005
—
—
One-year-olds fully immunised against measles (%), 2005
90
97
Births attended by skilled health personnel (%), 1997-2005
—
—
Physicians (per 100,000 people), 2000-2004
362
330
7. Water,
Population using improved sanitation (%), 1990
100
100
sanitation and
Population using improved sanitation (%), 2004
100
100
nutritional status
Population using an improved water source (%), 1990
100
100
Population using an improved water source (%), 2004
100
100
Population undernourished (% of total population), 2002-2004
<2.5
<2.5
Children underweight for age (% children under age 5), 1996-2005
—
—
Share of income or expenditure: poorest 10% (%)
Norway**
2.6
15. Inequality in
income and
3.9
expenditure
Share of income or expenditure: poorest 20% (%)
Norway
7.0
9.6
Share of income or expenditure: richest 20% (%)
Norway 42.0
37.2
Share of income or expenditure: richest 10% (%)
Norway 26.6
23.4
Inequality measures: richest 10% to poorest 10%
Norway 10.3
6.1
Inequality measures: richest 20% to poorest 20%
Norway
6.0
3.9
Inequality measures: Gini index
Norway 34.7
25.8

53.9
78.0
65.0
–13
5.1
9.3
10.8
1.5
21.7
38.8
45.5
38.0
34.1
4.1
4.6
4.0
2.9
4.7
82
71
54
24
25
24
30
47
54
46
17
0.7
2.4
63.4
47.7
71.7
26.6
59.2

* The data judged most relevant to the focus of this report, basic habitability, is reported in bold. Explanatory
notes appearing in the original report regarding a number of values and concepts have been omitted due to
space limitations. The complete report can be found at <http://hdr.undp.org/en/media/HDR_20072008_EN_
Complete.pdf>.
** For reasons not addressed in the report, there is no data on Iceland in the section on inequality in income and
expenditure. Therefore, data from Norway, which has the second highest HDI value, is used here.
Source

Authors’ compilation based on United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), Human
Development Report 2007/2008. Fighting climate change: Human solidarity in a divided world,
Hampshire/New York, Palgrave Macmillan, 2007.
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protection programs in water sources and increase the
sanitation coverage rate to 40% by 2010 through the
construction of sanitation infrastructure. The Bank’s
strategy is in line with these priorities. Specifically, the
Bank has been supporting sector institutional reform
(with additional support from the MIF [Multilateral
Investment Fund]) and works construction in secondary
cities and rural systems.
Solid waste. Solid waste collection and disposal
problems have reached a critical point, so the
Government of Haiti has requested Bank support, which
should have an immediate impact on living conditions.
The Bank is already responding with a short-term
intervention to support municipal solid waste collection
in the Port-au-Prince metropolitan area, which is being
conducted by the Ministry of Public Works,
Transportation, and Communications (MTPTC). In
future, options will be explored with the government for
a potential sector intervention.5

Considering the fact that in 2004, 65% of the population—more than six million people—were living below
the income poverty line, 70% without improved sanitation, 45% without improved water sources, etc., we can
conclude that of the nation’s 9.3 million people (in 2005),
the majority lived under precarious living conditions
before the quake, that is, they were without shelter or
lived in slums. This aspect is fundamental to understanding the proposals that will be discussed below.

Before the publication of the Action Plan for National
Recovery and Development of Haiti,3 to which we will refer
throughout this text, the only reliable source available was
the Inter-American Development Bank’s report Country
Strategy with Haiti 2007-2011, from which we will draw data
on human settlements.4
The IDB report held that Haiti had experienced political
stabilisation, together with a significant improvement in the
economic and security situation following the transition
process in 2004-2006; that process, however, remained fragile
in 2006 and these changes had not translated into a substantial improvement in social conditions. Considering this context, the Haitian government and the IDB identified four sectors in which to target IDB actions supporting the country’s
objectives: transport and electricity infrastructure, agriculture, education and economic governance.
Some of the IDB plan’s objectives, of particular interest
because they provide us with information on conditions in
Haiti prior to the earthquake, are quoted directly below:

2

The impact of the earthquake
on Haiti’s population and
infrastructure

On 12 January, 2010, just before 5 p.m., an earthquake measuring 7.3 on the Richter scale shook Haiti for 35 seconds. It
was the biggest quake the country had seen in two hundred
years. The quake’s hypocentre was located very close to the
Earth’s surface (10 kilometres below ground) and its epicentre was near the city of Léogâne, about 17 kilometres southwest of the nation’s capital. The Oest, Sud-Est and Nippes
Departments felt the effects of the quake, with the metropolitan area of Port-au-Prince (including the towns and cities of
Port-au-Prince, Carrefour, Pétionville, Delmas, Tabarre, Cité
Soleil and Kenscoff) suffering major damage. Eighty percent
of the city of Léogâne was destroyed.
Damages and losses, whose reach continued to grow in
the following weeks, were estimated in February 2010 at
nearly 8 billion dollars, according to the assessment provided
by the team of experts that authored the Action Plan for
National Recovery and Development of Haiti (see Section 4).6
Soon after the quake, it became obvious that such a toll
could not be the outcome of just the force of the earthquake.
It was due to an excessively dense population, a lack of adequate building standards, the disastrous state of the environment, disorganised land use and an unbalanced division of
economic activity. The capital city accounts for more than
65% of the country’s economic activity and 85% of its tax revenue.
The quake created an unprecedented situation, aggravated by the fact that it struck Haiti’s most populated area,
which is also the country’s economic and administrative centre. The situation is made even more tragic by the fact that in
the three years leading up to the quake, the country had
experienced growing stability in terms of society, politics,
security and economic growth and had seen a nascent
improvement in living conditions.

Improving living conditions. Rolling back the high
levels of poverty and inequality will require several
years of sustained, equitable growth. In the short term,
increasing access to quality basic services is essential for
improving living conditions. Although such services
have improved, thanks to efforts under the ICF [Interim
Cooperation Framework], access, coverage, and quality
are still precarious. For example, only 54% of the
population has access to water supply services, and 30%
to sanitation. Education and vocational training are
another example where coverage levels and quality are
low. The supply of public education is extremely limited
(less than 10%), preschool education is virtually
nonexistent, and some 70% of schools outside of the
public system are not certified, while 60% of teachers do
not have proper training.
[…]
Improve access to and coverage of basic services.
Although the main points of this strategic objective
[to strengthen the underlying foundation for economic
growth] are necessary to reduce poverty and improve
living conditions, they are not sufficient. The country is
in need of actions with short- and medium-term impacts
on the population’s standard of living. The Bank will
therefore work in two strategic areas: (i) water and
sanitation, and solid waste collection; and (ii) quality
vocational education and training.
[…]
Water and sanitation. In the context of the Millennium
Development Goals (MDGs), the Government of Haiti is
committed to providing more and safer drinking water,
and improving sanitation infrastructure. To accomplish
this, the authorities believe it is necessary to: restructure
the sector institutions, increase the water coverage rate
to 70% by 2010, introduce reforestation and watershed

Impact on human life. The human impact is immense.
Roughly 1.5 million people, i.e. 15 percent of the national
population, were directly affected. According to the
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Housing is undoubtedly the sector most affected by the
earthquake, since overall damage amounted to
USD 2.3 billion. This figure includes destruction of
different types and qualities of housing units, the value
of partially damaged houses and household goods.
Losses to the housing sector are estimated to be
USD 739 million. The housing sector therefore represents
about 40 percent of the effects of the earthquake. The other
sectors affected, in order of decreasing importance, are
trade (damage and losses of USD 639 million, or
8 percent of the total), transport and public administration
buildings (USD 595 million each) and education and
health (with an average of 6 percent of the total).
The total value of requirements is USD 11.5 billion,
broken down as follows: 50 percent for the social sectors,
17 percent for infrastructure, including housing,
and 15 percent for environment and risk and disaster
management. The needs assessment was based on the
work of the Action Plan’s eight theme groups. (These
estimates have not yet been prioritised or validated by
the Government. These constitute a first step of a more
thorough undertaking for the donor conference taking
place in New York on 31 March 2010.)8

national authorities, more than 300,000 people died and
as many were injured. About 1.3 million people are
living [in March 2010] in temporary shelters in the
Port-au-Prince metropolitan area. Over 600,000 people
have left the affected areas to seek shelter elsewhere in
the country. Existing problems in providing access to
food and basic services have been exacerbated. By
striking at the very heart of the Haitian economy and
administration, the earthquake has had a severe effect on
human and institutional capacities, both the public and
the private sectors, as well as international technical and
financial partners and some non-governmental
organisations (NGOs).
Impact on infrastructure. The destruction of infrastructure
is colossal. About 105,000 homes were totally destroyed and
over 208,000 were damaged. More than 1,300 educational
institutions and more than 50 hospitals and health centres
collapsed and were unusable. The country’s main port
could no longer be used. The Presidential Palace,
Parliament, law courts and most ministerial and public
administration buildings have been destroyed.
Impact on the environment. Although environmental
indicators were already at warning levels, the
earthquake has put further pressure on the environment
and natural resources, thus increasing the extreme
vulnerability of the Haitian people.7
In its introduction, the Action Plan for National Recovery and Development of Haiti reviews the damages and
impact of the earthquake on the population and infrastructure shortly after the event:

3

The estimate of damage, losses, economic impact and
requirements was carried out as follows:

Proposals from the Institute
for Cooperation in Basic
Habitability immediately
following the emergency

■ In favour of basic habitability

— Damages are estimated at the replacement value of
physical assets completely or partially destroyed,
built using the same standards that prevailed before
the disaster.
— Losses are estimated from the economic flow
resulting from the temporary absence of the
damaged assets. The impact of the disaster on
economic performance, employment and poverty
was assessed using damage and loss estimates.
— Requirements include the recovery, reconstruction
and rebuilding of Haiti.

The earthquake struck on 12 January, and on Monday 18 January, a meeting was held at the Superior Technical School of
Architecture of Madrid. Over one hundred people, invited
by the Institute for Cooperation in Basic Habitability, participated. The text quoted in Box 2 is the first document to come
out of the meeting addressing what should be done regarding housing, habitat, or basic habitability in Haiti.

■ Collective proposal to the SECI-AECID
regarding the reconstruction phase

Overall damage and losses caused by the earthquake on
12 January 2010 are estimated to be USD 7.9 billion, which
is just over 120 percent of the country’s GDP in 2009. In
fact, since the DALA method for estimating damage and
losses was first devised over 35 years ago, this is the first
time that the cost of a disaster is so high in relation to the
country’s economy.
Most damage and losses were felt by the private sector
(USD 5.5 billion, i.e., 70 percent of the total), whereas
there was USD 2.4 billion of damage and losses in the
public sector (i.e., 30 percent of the total).
The value of destroyed physical assets, including housing
units, schools, hospitals, buildings, roads, bridges, ports and
airports, is estimated to be USD 4.3 billion (55 percent of the
overall cost of the disaster). The effect on economic flows
(production losses, reduction of turnover, loss of
employment and wages, increase in production costs,
etc.) was USD 3.6 billion (equivalent to 45 percent of the
total).

After a large number of work sessions, a consensus was
reached on a concrete proposal to present to the SECI-AECID
(the Secretary of State for International Cooperation-Spanish
Agency for International Cooperation and Development):
this final proposal was entitled Propuesta de acción coordinada
y eficiente de la cooperación española en el sector de la habitabilidad
básica (A Proposal for Coordinated and Effective Actions by
the Spanish Cooperation in Basic Habitability). Box 3 presents the basic ideas of this proposal, signed on 27 January,
2010, which has yielded no practical results to date (September 2010).

■ A shipment of prefabricated homes?
A few months after the earthquake, the media reported the
news that Spain was to send 1,500 prefabricated housing
units as part of its disaster relief efforts in Haiti. With three
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Box 2

Haiti… The time for reconstruction

The extraordinary solidarity shown by Spain in the aftermath of Hurricane Mitch is still very present in our minds…,
but the results of this solidarity were never assessed. Our solidarity was exemplary in the time following the hurricane and continues to be: “Collaborating with those affected by Hurricane Mitch, we haven’t grown as a nation, nor
have we calmed our consciences: we have simply not fallen from the height that we already had. We still have a long
way to go to reach the measure of man, those definitively human three metres,” said José Saramago on that occasion.
Much can be said about the official Spanish cooperation in Central America, and not all of it is positive. We promised
too much, did less and committed a lot of mistakes, and this was all aggravated by the lack of coordination among
the sources of aid: state government, regional governments, municipalities, foundations, DNGOs…, none of which
would give up what they believed was their leading role. Now is not the time to point fingers, but to start working to
correct the so-called “grey area” that exists between the emergency, reconstruction and development phases.
Recently, we have seen dramatic images of people without shelter wandering through the streets of Haiti, but we
need to remember that these images are common in Latin America and the Caribbean, and even more common in
Haiti specifically. Before the disaster there were more than twelve million people without shelter (especially children
and elderly people) and more than fifty million people without housing in the region.
Now is the time for reconstruction and for building new human settlements. The reconstruction process must begin
as soon as possible, starting with schools, outpatient clinics and hospitals (always addressing the public sphere before
the private sphere). Buildings with structural damage need to be repaired and reopened, certain elements of the country’s infrastructure, identified by experts, need to be knocked down, and the rubble that has built up in the streets needs to
be reused, as raw materials are even more unaffordable today for the people that lived without housing before the quake.
And the construction of adequate housing? No, conditions in Haiti today, as in previous decades, are not conducive to recommending the construction of adequate housing using development cooperation funds. Now is not
the time, not only because such a recommendation is impossible to carry out, but because it would have a
paralysing effect on the population. As World Bank president James D. Wolfensohn said in the Bank’s 2004 report,
“Development is not just about money or even about numerical targets to be achieved by 2015, as important as
those are. It is about people.” Without people, development is impossible. Although we are aware of its political
incorrectness, we urge UN-Habitat to translate to Haiti the pragmatic suggestion that a Colombian president made
decades ago: “Haitians, if you want a home tomorrow, start building it today.”
Publicly funded cooperation should not advocate “adequate housing for all”; we need to keep our charitable
dreams in check and contain that unmentionable desire to take on a leading role in those sweet moments of cooperation, when keys are handed over to those affected by a natural disaster. We run the risk of handing in a too-small number of keys to adequate houses… and returning next year to find that the beneficiaries of these houses are a minority.
These extreme situations require us to set aside “the visibility of cooperation” and make it clear to those providing resources that the goal is “basic habitability for the majority,” that the aim is a feasible reconstruction programme: distributing plots of non-vulnerable land with access to public transport; drinking water within 200 metres
of every family; electricity; low-cost sanitation and waste collection; core housing units varying in size according to
the number of people living in them; and above all, attention to the public sector: schools, health clinics, day-care
facilities, mothers’ centres, sports facilities, public areas, public transport, etc.
Now is the time to start preparing projects towards housing solutions in which tens of thousands of Haitians
(female heads of households in particular) will participate in self-build processes. There are no magical formulas,
but there is an international consensus, backed up by UN-Habitat, that these projects are more successful when they
take into account that poverty is heterogeneous, multisectoral and participatory.
Source

Box 3

Document presented at the meeting organised by the Institute for Cooperation in Basic Habitability,
held on 18 January, 2010 at the Superior Technical School of Architecture of Madrid.

A proposal for coordinated and effective actions by the Spanish cooperation
in basic habitability

The undersigned, representatives of the university, public research organisations, non-governmental development
organisations, engineering companies, consultancy firms and experts in cooperation in basic habitability, in
response to the earthquake that struck Haiti on 12 January and took an enormous toll on the Haitian population,
with the basic aim of ensuring maximum efficiency in people-centred emergency aid and development cooperation,
join the international community in its efforts to meet the urgent need for basic habitability and shelter created by
the earthquake, understanding the concept of habitability as including not only housing, but also the wider environment, including the nation’s network of public spaces and services.
The Secretary of State for International Cooperation has released initial recommendations from organisations in
the field, and experts and organisations involved in basic habitability development processes have begun a coordinated initiative directed towards ensuring that any actions taken are as effective as possible in terms of human
development. This document responds to both initiatives.
The undersigned, considering their experience in post-disaster development processes in the fields, among
others, of risk management, land use planning, building standards and basic habitability, agree:
1. To provide the SECI with a capacity inventory of institutions and individuals (experts), to be considered during
the process of coordinating national and international efforts, both in the post-emergency/rehabilitation phases
and in the development phase (basic habitability). Said inventory will be compiled based on responses to a common, brief questionnaire, available at <http://habhaiti.aq.upm.es/>.
(continued)
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2. To propose a national coordination structure to the SECI, aimed at centralising and distributing information related
to rehabilitation and reconstruction actions. Said structure, proposed below, will be open to all interested actors.
These recommendations regarding coordination are based on shared guiding principles underlying all potential
activities, to be considered in the process of coordinating aid.
The undersigned recognise that the emergency and the need for reconstruction represent an opportunity to promote the social and economic development of the most underprivileged sectors of Haitian society and, to this end,
agree on the following guiding principles.
Guiding principles regarding the rehabilitation phase in Haiti
In order to ensure that emergency response actions facilitate long-term recovery, monitoring and development, our
approach must rely on effective connections and transitions between humanitarian action, rehabilitation and development and be based on an integrated strategy that places particular emphasis on social cohesion and the human element.
Immediate objectives
1.
2.
3.
4.

Define safe parameters and conditions.
Identify overall structural damage by analysing and comparing satellite images.
Produce synthesis maps and assess damages and needs.
Give priority to assessing specific damage to public buildings (schools and health centres) in areas that have sustained smaller-scale damages in order to achieve immediate stabilisation and consolidation before moving on to
the most vulnerable buildings and those that affect the most disadvantaged members of the population.
5. Analyse the feasibility of recovering these structures according to safety and risk prevention criteria in order to
take advantage of their permanent nature.
6. Advise on the most urgent and complex consolidation and repair actions.
7. Provide urgent technical training for locals.
8. Create a catalogue of recommendations regarding repairs that enable the use and immediate reoccupation of
buildings in emergency situations.
9. Create a catalogue of recommendations regarding repairs for all damaged buildings using earthquake-resistant
techniques.
10. Propose a list of technical specifications for buildings that takes the country’s particular risk factors into
account—earthquakes, hurricanes, etc.—and a mechanism for controlling their application.
11. Identify land according to its vulnerability (in terms of the environment and earthquakes) with a view to guiding the most urgent decisions regarding land use.
12. Advise on the creation of land use and urbanisation plans, or revise any existing plans.
13. Identify land title issues.
14. Define consistent criteria for the selection and prioritisation of beneficiaries, targeting the most disadvantaged
people as recipients of proposed actions.
15. These objectives are part of an integrated approach aimed at fostering locals’ technical capacities in the above
activities.
[…]
Proposed coordination structure
The undersigned, with the aim of defining a proposal that streamlines processes towards coordinating the programme’s various stakeholders and ensuring high quality, cost-effective results, recommend the creation of the following coordination bodies at the outset:
A. A focal point for programme leadership, located at the AECID, which will be responsible for coordinating programme information, funding and monitoring.
B. A Coordination Group to provide consultation, made up of university representatives, public research organisations, non-governmental development organisations, engineering companies, consultancy firms and experts in
cooperation in basic habitability.
Capacity inventory: institutions and individuals
Once the information gathered from questionnaires is analysed and organised, the SECI will receive a report/capacity
inventory regarding the institutions surveyed.
Urgent actions
The undersigned consider it crucial that efforts be guided by the following:
1. A Plan for Urgent Intervention in Haiti in the area of reconstruction, addressing the emergency and rehabilitation
phases, assessing damages and defining priority objectives and criteria for the reconstruction process, land use
and urban planning, thereby ensuring an effective transition from the emergency phase to development.
2. A draft of an Action Plan for development cooperation in basic habitability in Haiti.
Source

Reconstrucción de Haití: de la emergencia al desarrollo. Propuesta de acción coordinada y eficiente de la cooperación
española en el sector de la habitabilidad básica. The document was signed in Madrid on 27 January, 2010.
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decades of professional experience in basic habitability and
development cooperation, and motivated by no more than a
desire to protect our country’s relief efforts in Haiti, the Institute of Cooperation in Basic Habitability recommended that
those 1,500 prefabricated units not be sent.
In March-May 2010, the time was ripe to begin the physical reconstruction process and to start building new human
settlements in close collaboration with Haitian authorities
and citizens. Publicly funded relief efforts must not advocate
“adequate housing for all”: we need to keep our charitable
dreams in check and contain that unmentionable desire to
take on a leading role in those sweet moments of cooperation
in which keys are handed over. We run the risk of handing
over 1,500 prefabricated housing units today… and returning in a year to find that those that benefit from them are a
minority.
Spain’s relief efforts, although fed by a growing, impressive budget, lack a technical, efficient, professional structure
and are guided by erratic policies. With the amount of
money needed to create 1,500 prefabricated housing units,
we could provide up to 9,000 housing solutions for thousands
of Haitians (female heads of households in particular) who
would be assisted and compensated for participating in selfbuild processes (through “work-for-food” programmes).
There are no magical formulas, but there is an international
consensus that without people, without a process, there can
be no development.
Proposals and recommendations against sending the
1,500 prefabricated homes were sent to the AECID’s Office of
Humanitarian Action, which on 4 May, 2010, released a statement quoted directly below:

Spain’s absence from the list of participating countries found
in the plan’s preface. The committee’s intense efforts led to
the publication of the Action Plan for the National Recovery
and Development of Haiti in March 2010. The president of
Haiti asserted his nation’s ownership of the plan:

Rather than “prefabricated homes,” the term used by the
press, this initiative is part of a progressive concept of
“core” housing units9 that quickly provide a basic,
adequate housing solution, with a structure that can be
improved upon until more definitive solutions are
reached. This concept involves a broad range of work in
habitability (water and sanitation, health, education…),
coordinating with local authorities from the moment of
installation and involving families from the start.
Furthermore, this project chooses its beneficiaries based
on selection criteria approved by local authorities. And
the project involves social initiatives for the community,
the clearing and reuse of debris, a study of water and
sanitation conditions and the purchase of local materials,
etc., always taking into account the potential high-risk
status of certain areas.
In short, the AECID has taken into account the sector’s
experience and best practices in order to respond in the
best possible way towards improving the difficult
conditions under which Haitians continue to live after
the earthquake.

The Action Plan for National Recovery and Development of
Haiti (March 2010) obviously addresses a wide range of
aspects regarding the recovery and development process in
Haiti, so for our report, we have selected sections that specifically address housing. The plan presents actions to be carried out within a period of 18 months and is based on four
main areas of work to achieve the practical reconstruction of
Haiti. It organises actions and initiatives under the themes of
regional, economic, social and institutional reconstruction.
The specific action plans for each field are organised in
the following way:

This proposal is Haitian because, despite the very tight
schedule, key sectors of Haitian society were consulted.
This is the same for all Haitians living abroad who have
mobilized themselves and have shown that their
commitment to the future of the country remains a
strong binding factor of this active solidarity. These
efforts and consultations are ongoing and will continue
in the weeks and months ahead.
[…]
The challenge that lies ahead is enormous. This is why,
as the Secretary-General of the OECD and the Chairman
of the Development Assistance Committee has pointed
out, we must find new ways to cooperate, based on the
principles of the Paris Declaration and those pertaining
to operations in Fragile States, particularly by making
the strengthening of the state central to our action.10

4

■

■

■

After weeks of uncertainty and confusion among multilateral organisations regarding the best way to approach the
daunting task of reconstruction, and before the emergency
phase, which remained undefined in terms of dates, had
drawn to a close, the United Nations held an International
Donors’ Conference on 31 March, 2010, where an Action Plan
for the National Recovery and Development of Haiti was
presented.
The call for the Committee of Experts that went on to
draft the Action Plan along with Haitian experts issued by
the World Bank, the UNDP and the European Union was
passed down poorly by the AECID, which might explain

■

The Action Plan for National
Recovery and Development
of Haiti

Territorial rebuilding: reconstruction of the devastated
zones and urban renovation, the road network, regional
development hubs and urban renovation, preparation
for the hurricane season and regional planning and local
development.
Economic rebuilding: relaunch of national production,
restoration of economic and financial circuits, access to
electricity.
Social rebuilding: health, food safety, nutrition, water, sanitation, highly labour-intensive activities.
Institutional rebuilding: democratic institutions, restart of
public administration, justice and security.

Of the proposed actions, for the purposes of this report
we will highlight the following, related to the reconstruction
of devastated areas:
Following the massive destruction caused by the
earthquake which destroyed approximately 105,000
homes and damaged over 208,000, major urban work
should enable the reconstruction of three large affected
areas, which are: the metropolitan area of Port-au-Prince,
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the Léogâne-Petit Goâve axis, and the Sud-Est
Department, including Jacmel.
The reconstruction of devastated areas poses problems
of several kinds, in particular the following:

construction, over a period of three years, of a system of
drinking water supply and sanitation in the country
using cheap and socially adapted technology. The
objectives to be attained are: 60% coverage of drinking
water in metropolitan zones and 73% in other urban and
rural areas; sanitation coverage of 58% in metropolitan
zones and 50% in other urban and rural areas. The
setting up of a national policy in the water and
sanitation sector will be supported by the strengthening
of technical development of the management and
financial autonomy of the operators in the country and
through a national campaign for the improvement of
hygienic practices and the promotion of the sanitation of
the population with a target of 5 million in the
metropolitan areas and in the 10 large urban areas in the
first eighteen months.
— Budgetary data for 18 months:
Disposal sites: $50 million, of which $10 million in the
form of budget support.
Potable water: $80 million, of which $40 million in the
form of budget support.
Strengthening of institutions: $30 million, of which $10
million in the form of budget support.
Total: $160 million, of which $60 million in the form of
budget support.12

— Clearance work and dealing with debris.
— Legal aspects to declare land of public interest
including compensation of private homeowners.
— Land use and urban planning.
— Basic infrastructure work such as rainwater
drainage, sanitation work, drinking water, the
electricity network.
— The reconstruction work itself, subject to adequate
building standards (anti-earthquake standards,
flood potential, etc.).11
The action plan lays out five specific objectives:
■
■
■
■
■

Clearing and treatment of debris.
Appropriation of land for public use.
Use of land and the urban plan.
Basic infrastructure in the devastated areas.
Reconstruction of public and private buildings.

The Action Plan for National Recovery and Development of Haiti also details a set of actions to be carried out in
the immediate future, over a period of 18 months. The two
sections that are directly related to the focus of our report are
presented below:

5

Reconstruction of public and private buildings
The reconstruction cycle for public buildings is well
known and in this case, the building standards and
zoning regulations should be quite simple to apply.
It will be a different matter for the reconstruction of the
private sector. The application of the rules will require a
level of monitoring which goes well beyond the
pre-existing situation. Here too, the municipalities must
fully play their roles and receive sufficient resources to
do so in terms of personnel, equipment and supervision.
— Budgetary data for 18 months:
Debris management: $265 million, including $50 million
in budgetary support.
Land appropriation: $500 million cash flow (not
accounted for in the total due to cost recovery).
Land use plan and urban plan: $5 million.
Basic infrastructures: $500 million, including $100
million in budgetary support.
Reconstruction of public buildings: $10 million.
Total: $780 million, including $150 million in budgetary
support.
[…]
Water and sanitation
The strategy of recovery and reconstruction for drinking
water and sanitation revolves around the existing sectoral
strategy. It is important to improve solid waste
management in the short term (12 to 18 months) so as to
improve the quality of life by ensuring the collection and
disposal of more than 200,000 m3 per month of solid waste
from the capital and the ten largest urban areas. Priority
will be given to the setting up of eight disposal sites to
effectively serve the metropolitan zone and ten urban
areas comprising a population of 5 million inhabitants.
Moreover, the progressive discontinuation of makeshift
temporary services will be implemented to ensure the

Basic habitability
as a feasible proposal

■ Four stages of action in basic habitability
The proposal made to the SECI-AECID, subtitled A FourStage Programme and presented here in Box 3, deserves a closer
look, as it forms the conceptual foundation of this report.
According to the Superior Technical School of Architecture of Madrid’s Institute for Cooperation in Basic Habitability (ICHaB),13 all systematic urban development processes
take place in four consecutive, separate but interrelated
stages. The last three, land allotment, urbanisation and the
building process, are three successive interdependent levels.
The first stage is perhaps the most important, the most significant in terms of the wider results of the urbanisation
process. More than a decade ago, Professor Colavidas of the
ICHaB described this stage: appropriate site selection, or to
be more precise, the suitable selection of the right urban area
that will guarantee that the next three stages are successful
and have lasting effects (see Box 4).
Of course, such a systematic process of urbanisation has
a theoretical foundation that is not always present in real
situations. Indeed, historically, until urban development
became a discipline in and of itself in the decade straddling
the 19th and 20th centuries, cities developed quite spontaneously, in a way that was very different from this systematic, four-stage urbanisation process. Today this is no longer
the case, and at least in the developed world, laws dictate—
not always explicitly, but tacitly—that human settlements be
built according to these four stages that control urbanisation
to varying degrees: first, land that is adequate for the use it
will be given is selected; second, land is divided into private
plots and a network of public spaces; third, this network is
developed; and fourth, building occurs, with private housing
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Box 4

The four stages of intervention in the urban growth process

1. Site selection (scales less than 1:10,000)
■
■

Carried out according to the established zoning and land use regulations.
Based on a logical settlement system for the specific region, considering environmental repercussions and
estimated vulnerability, selecting land apt for its planned use, striking a balance between different populations
of the region and dividing work among them, establishing structures for the creation of transport, roads and
other infrastructures, etc.

2. Land allotment (scales between 1:10,000 and 1:2,000)
■
■
■
■

A tool for designing and subdividing the settlement.
Subdivision of land into public/private plots through alignment/grading and replotting.
Land use designations and ordinances for plots (dwellings and facilities).
Fixing conditions for the Network of Public Open Space.

3. Urbanisation (scales between 1:500 and 1:10)
■
■
■

Urban development and building projects.
Public space (roads, town squares, highways, parks and open space).
Urban development elements (aspects of layout, infrastructure, buildings, signs and gardens).

4. Building process (scales between 1:200 and 1:1)
■
■
■
■
■

Housing solutions.
Types of construction and variations.
Construction process.
Facilities/equipment.
Health centres and schools.
Source

Institute for Cooperation in Basic Habitability.

technical capacities and better organisation, determining factors in achieving optimal results in the urbanisation process.
On the other hand, considering the fact that poor settlers
build their inadequate housing themselves because their lack
of economic resources means their housing needs cannot be
met in the official, formal market, and that the public sector
does not generally participate in this informal urbanisation
by carrying out the role that the more systemised process
lays out for it (the selection of adequate land, subdivision of
plots and development), the public sphere should at least
facilitate the real process of informal urban growth. This can
be done through the legalisation of this de facto situation, the
realistic adaptation of urban land use regulations and the
rationalisation, as far as possible, of the human settlement
process; and particularly through the adequate selection of
residential land, rationalised land plots and the development
of infrastructures and public services, leaving the building
process to the settlers themselves, who would receive technical and economic assistance from the public sector.
This proposal is simply a practical expression of what is
often called an enabling strategy for these spontaneous urbanisation processes. It involves taking a realistic approach to
institutionalising informal urbanisation to improve the outcomes of different types of marginal human settlements.

representing the majority of construction, along with public
facilities and services and other activities that may be either
public or private.
However, in informal urbanisation 14—a process that
guides the majority of human settlements in developing
countries and is still present in some regions of the developed world, in the so-called Fourth World—this spontaneous
growth prevails. Vulnerable and unsuitable land is occupied,
or land allotment is inadequate or not properly planned
according to precise measurements, which means that the
development of a network of public spaces, which has not
been clearly allotted, never occurs, and that the building
process is limited to the very precarious construction of socalled housing solutions that the settlers, with their limited
economic and technical capacities, are able to build themselves. This results in a situation of precarious habitability,
which emerges on the fringes of the systematic urbanisation
process and represents the living conditions of roughly 40%
of the world’s population.
Improving the results of this precarious habitability and
moving as much as possible towards basic habitability—
which we have already established as a goal and requirement for improving settlements and housing around the
world—depends on systemising spontaneous urbanisation
according to these four structured stages. This systemisation
must be implemented to remedy cases of precarious living
conditions in general, but it makes even more sense in
urbanisation processes that rebuild settlements affected by
natural disasters, since the public sector (whether local,
national or international) always intervenes in these cases in
some way, conditions which are never present in spontaneous urbanisation. Obviously, the presence and intervention of the public sector facilitates systematisation according
to the four stages discussed above, which means greater

■ The state of the art and clarifications
to the proposal for action
Now that we have laid the theoretical foundation of how to
address the housing problem faced by the most disadvantaged members of society—especially after disasters, like the
case we’re studying here—through a four-stage process of
intervention in urbanisation-construction, we can begin a dis-
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soon became the most powerful institutional megaphone
for the schemas of Hernando de Soto,18 the Peruvian
economist who advocates micro-entrepreneurial
solutions to urban poverty.

cussion of the solutions that we will propose, known in general as “sites and services”15 programmes, projects or actions.
These ways of addressing the problem are not new, nor do
they provide an all-encompassing solution; as the Superior
Technical School of Architecture of Madrid Professor De
Miguel insists, “there’s no ointment for a crocodile bite.”
The institutional, extended use of “sites and services”
solutions can be said to have begun in the 1960s and peaked
in the 70s. The sites and services approach was not, and is not,
paradigmatic. In our opinion, there are many intrinsic aspects
working against the approach. To oversimplify these aspects,
we might say that the sites and services strategy is based on
actions with little visibility and little opportunity for glamorous home dedication ceremonies. The solutions are intrinsically unfinished and involve a lengthy work period (two
years of site resolution-allocation, and a lifetime of work to
provide adequate housing). These programmes are sometimes
rejected even by people who have nothing because they
dream of other types of solutions that hand them the keys to
“free, finished housing units”—solutions that will never
arrive. We have already mentioned a Colombian campaign
that had a deep impression on one of the authors of this
report: during President Turbay Ayala’s term as president, the
government organised an intensive advertising campaign
using posters with the words: “Colombians, if you want a
home tomorrow, start building it today… Contact your
province’s Office of SENA [the National Learning Service].”
The types of programmes currently being proposed for
implementation in Haiti have been the object of significant
criticism. Mike Davis, in his excellently documented and
praiseworthy book Planet of Slums,16 articulates this criticism
especially well:

In contrast to the acceptable level of the state of the art in
addressing minimum shelter needs in emergency or “temporary” human settlements in the emergency phase—indeed,
the Sphere Project is the result of an unprecedented collaboration among 228 organisations and over 700 people and 60
countries sharing knowledge and best practices—a general
agreement as to how to move from emergency to development is missing.
There is much less consensus regarding how to approach
the post-disaster phase in a way that favours future development in basic habitability than there is agreement on the
issue of how to provide basic, urgent need. As soon as the
element of urgency disappears, the cases become complex
and the geographic, physical and human elements are more
diverse. To our knowledge, there are no studies or initiatives
that establish or outline post-disaster-relief stages that
approach development in terms of basic habitability, as laid
out in Figure 1.
To a greater or lesser extent, the pursuit of well-being
and the eradication of poverty have always informed the
idea of human development. Human development is always
defined in terms of these two aims and meeting the challenges they pose. Of these challenges, perhaps the most crucial, the one that has stood out most acutely over time,
involves consistently meeting basic needs. This is still the
highest aspiration of individuals, societies and institutions
involved in development cooperation. And since physical
requirements are so important within this set of basic needs,
there is a particular determination to satisfy basic material
needs before all others.
This set of material needs—food, clothing, health, etc.—
includes habitability. However, humans’ habitat needs are
universal and comprehensive, and they encompass all
aspects of living conditions: these needs, going beyond mere
housing units, include what surrounds the housing units, the
network of public spaces, the different local infrastructures
and services that constitute urban or rural settlements with
conditions conducive to reproduction. And all of these settlements need to ensure not only that their internal aspects and
activities function properly, but also that there is mutual

As Third World governments abdicated the battle
against the slum in the 1970s, the Bretton Woods
institutions—with the IMF as “bad cop” and the World
Bank as “good cop”—assumed increasingly
commanding roles in setting the parameters of urban
housing policy. Lending for urban development by the
World Bank increased from a mere 10 million dollars in
1972 to more than 2 billion dollars in 1988.17 And
between 1972 and 1990 the Bank helped finance a total of
116 sites-and-services and/or slum-upgrading schemes
in 55 nations. In terms of need, of course, this was a mere
drop in the bucket, but it gave the Bank tremendous
leverage over national urban policies, as well as direct
patronage relationships to local slum communities and
NGOs; it also allowed the Bank to impose its own
theories as worldwide urban policy orthodoxy.
Improving rather than replacing slums became the less
ambitious goal of public and private intervention.
Instead of the top-down structural reform of urban
poverty, as undertaken by postwar social democracy in
Europe and advocated by revolutionary-nationalist
leaders of the 1950s generation, the new wisdom of the
late 1970s and early 1980s mandated that the state ally
with international donors and, then, NGOs, to become
an “enabler” of the poor. In its first iteration, the new
World Bank philosophy, which was influenced by the
ideas of the English architect John Turner, stressed a
“sites-and-services” (provision of basic “wet”
infrastructure and civil engineering) approach to help
rationalize and upgrade self-help housing. By the late
1980s, however, the World Bank was championing
privatization of housing supply across the board and

Figure 1

Development in basic
habitability
Emergency aid

➛

development

Site selection
+
Land allotment
+
Urbanisation (establishing basic habitability)
+
Building process (progressive construction)
Source
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well known. The Carolina Foundation’s study on the subject
aimed to make progress in certain habitat areas—precisely in
this “grey area” phase—and in precarious human settlements in particular, home to a good part of Central Americans who have been directly affected by a disaster that
destroyed their basic shelter (see Box 5).
The monographic project analysed situations involving
the following aspects:

coordination within the settled area they are a part of, something that can only be achieved if there is a well coordinated
network of road systems and other services between centres
of population. We believe that basic habitability represents a
feasible response to these needs.
Although the above recommendation was certainly formulated with a view to ex novo interventions under conditions of poverty, but in situations of “normalcy” (that is, in
regions untouched by natural disasters), we believe that it
can be effectively applied in post-disaster situations. The
ICHaB coined the phrase permanent emergency to describe the
state in which hundreds of millions of settlers around the
world, tens of millions in Central America, live in terms of
basic habitability, comparable, to a certain extent, to the status of basic habitability in populations affected by a socionatural disaster immediately after the event occurs. With the
risk of oversimplifying, we could argue that conceptually—
in part, and considering only the most material and tangible
aspects of shelter—the situation of nearly 1.5 million
Haitians on 13 January who suddenly found themselves victims of a natural disaster resembles that of other Haitians
without shelter who on 11 January were already living in a
state of permanent emergency.
We believe that reaching a basic level of habitability is
the most reasonable way—despite the challenges it poses—
for millions of people living under precarious conditions,
affected by a disaster, or suffering both circumstances at the
same time (as is the case in Haiti, whose millions of dollars
in deficits shot up after the earthquake) to gain access to better living conditions in a reasonably short period of time.

■
■

■

■

The study aimed to share knowledge and discuss possible practical solutions for ensuring that concrete actions in
basic habitability cooperation turn a disaster into an opportunity for development.
■ From land tenure to access to infrastructure. The ICHaB’s
proposal for action is radically innovative, if by “to innovate” we mean “to return something to its earlier state.” The
proposal involves returning to pre-disaster conditions within
as short a time period as possible by taking all reasonable
measures, rejecting utopian options. Certain minimum but
non-negotiable conditions must be reached during the
process of “returning to the earlier state”:
■

■ Clarifications to the proposal. The debate over the socalled “grey area” that usually forms a subtle, flexible buffer
between the emergency relief and development phases is

Box 5

Post-disaster emergency situations.
Specific actions in the area of human settlements (in particular, basic habitability, as defined above).
Emergencies involving the near-total destruction or serious
damage of either urban or rural human settlements.
Special priority given to particularly vulnerable areas.

■

Minimise the vulnerability of the future settlement to be
built and/or reinforce disaster resistance.
Guarantee tenure security of plots and ensure their regularisation under similar conditions as other residents.

A schematic division: phases and possible post-emergency actions

Emergency phase
(a generally well defined, limited
time period)

Intermediate phase, the “grey area”
(a time period varying in length:
it is unclear when this phase ends)

There is a general consensus among
larger, experienced organisations
regarding the appropriate actions to
take during this phase:

When a limited area not previously
classified as vulnerable suffers
severe but non-total damage

■

■
■

■

■
■

The Sphere Project: Humanitarian
Charter and Minimum Standards in
Humanitarian Disaster Response
(2004).
The International Red Cross and
Red Crescent.
The United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees:
Handbook for Emergencies (2000).
The United Nations Development
Programme’s Inter-Agency
Procurements Office (IAPSO).
Office for the Coordination of
Humanitarian Affairs.
Shelterproject: Transitional
Settlement: Displaced Populations
(2005).
Source

When an area known to be or
previously classified as vulnerable
suffers severe or non-severe
damage

When an area suffers near-total
damage

Development phase
(it is unclear when this phase begins
and the phase has practically no
definitive conclusion)
Connections:
Humanitarian aid
Rehabilitation
Development

Connections:
Humanitarian aid
Land use planning (provisional
or not)
Land allotment
Urbanisation (establishing basic
services)
Building process (progressive
construction)

Institute for Cooperation in Basic Habitability, Directrices de habitabilidad básica poscatástrofe para optimizar el tránsito
de la emergencia al desarrollo progresivo en el área centroamericana, CeALCI Project 20/05, Carolina Foundation.
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Guarantee access to infrastructure and basic services for
all citizens.

■

■

Action 86: “… to ensure more equitable provision of basic
infrastructure and services…”
Action 87: “… to ensure the efficiency of infrastructure
and the provision of services…”

A priori, we are neither advocating nor justifying the
demolition of slums or illegal settlements simply because they
do not meet regulations or because they represent a threat to
the environment. Slums and illegal settlements, which were
once considered symptoms of poorly functioning land and
housing markets, are now seen as a significant submarket in
which dwellings generally improve over time. In the majority
of cities, it seems that slums and illegal settlements no longer
suppose an immediate threat to the status quo…
The World Bank19 acknowledges that in many cities, the
total volume of mortgage loans issued by the formal sector in
any given year only makes up between 10 and 20% of the
annual investment in housing, in which relatives, employers,
NGOs and money lenders appear as alternative sources of
loans, but construction is largely funded by families’ savings
and income. When incomes are used to fund construction—as
is the case in the majority of developing countries—the building process occurs in increments as funds become available.
Although we commend the work that experts from a
number of multilateral organisations and senior Haitian officials carried out in order to produce the Action Plan for
National Recovery of Haiti, which we discussed in Section 4,
we were surprised by the lack of references to or clear proposals regarding how to specifically involve the informal
sector in tackling the issues discussed in this report, whether
through the direct and proactive participation of beneficiaries, or through involving institutions of Haiti’s so-called
“third society.” And development cannot be conceived of
without their real participation.
Providing basic infrastructure (roads, water, sanitation,
power and telephone services) usually requires an investment of millions of dollars. Establishing such large-scale networks requires meticulous planning and coordination. Many
governments believe—unfoundedly, according to the World
Bank—that investments in infrastructure systems are unproductive or unprofitable, and therefore they are often reluctant to implement this kind of project. Today, the multilateral
organisations and—due to increasing privatisation—big
multinational companies that develop infrastructures focus
on the central government. The inability to recover costs
limits investments and places even more constraints on the
expansion of networks that are often already hindered
because public organisations do not take responsibility for
them. Infrastructure deficiencies affect poor urban dwellers
in different ways. Insufficient transport networks push the
poor to less accessible areas, which increases travel time and
the resulting family expenses.
Attention to this last element, which a project addressing
basic habitability in a post-disaster situation should obviously
take into account, is also an essential part of building a foundation for people-centred development in the future. There is
little else to add, except to direct readers’ attention to Box 6,
which summarises the international consensus presented in
The Habitat Agenda Goals and Principles, Commitments and the
Global Plan of Action. The document, signed by the heads of
state and government of the majority of the world’s countries,
came out of the United Nations Conference on Human Settlements held in Istanbul in 1996 (Habitat II).
Box 6 summarises three groups of actions laid out by the
UN that are of critical interest to our report:

The timing and location of the construction of each of
these physical structures essential to basic habitability
should be based on the social and historical circumstances of
the area of intervention. Regarding the technical training
needed in this field: due to the urgent need for action, training needs to be eminently practical, aimed at providing basic
knowledge that will give populations the skills and knowhow to allow them to work towards the goal of universal
basic habitability on their own. Achieving universal basic
habitability would involve addressing the needs of 40% of
the world’s population, 2.5 billion people, who, according to
the United Nations, are either homeless (100 million people)
or live in settlements and shelters that are directly detrimental to their health. And to these numbers we can add the 60
million more people living in poverty per year due to population growth.

Action 85: “… to safeguard the health, safety and welfare
of all people…”

■ Processes to achieve basic habitability. For a number of
reasons, basic habitability is a crucial tool in the fight against

■

■ “Sites and services”: action programmes
towards a non-utopian reconstruction
process
■ The physical structures needed for basic habitability. A
community’s basic infrastructure and services comprise,
among other aspects, drinking water supply, sanitation,
waste removal, social services, transport and communications services, power, health and emergency services,
schools, public safety and the regulation of open space. A
lack of basic services, which make up an essential component of housing, undermines public health, productivity and
quality of life, particularly in the case of the urban and rural
poor. Local, state or provincial authorities, depending on
each case, are the main entities responsible for providing or
facilitating these services, which must be offered according
to appropriate legislation and norms. Central governments
should support local authorities in managing, operating and
maintaining basic infrastructure and services. However,
there are many other actors, including the private sector,
community organisations and NGOs, who can also participate in the provision and management of services, under the
coordination of the appropriate government offices, including local authorities.
These are the physical structures of basic habitability:

13

■

In the settlement:
— Subdivided space (site): progressive housing, basic
services, school, health centre, etc.; productive space:
industry, traditional craftwork, services and agricultural production.
— The network of public space (streets, roads, squares,
parks and open spaces): surfaced roads, level
ground…; infrastructure: water, sanitation, power,
waste collection, communications, street furniture,
trees and gardens.

■

Regional connections outside the settlement:
— General systems: the public regional highway system,
accessibility and transport, water supply/drainage
and power.
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Box 6

Actions to ensure access to infrastructure and basic services

Action 85. To safeguard the health, safety, welfare and improved living environment of all people and to provide
adequate and affordable basic infrastructure and services, Governments at the appropriate levels, including local
authorities, should promote:
■
■
■

■
■
■
■
■

■
■

■

The supply of and access to adequate quantities of safe drinking water.
Adequate sanitation and environmentally sound waste management.
Adequate mobility through access to affordable and physically accessible public transport and other communications facilities.
Access to markets and retail outlets for selling and purchasing basic necessities.
The provision of social services, especially for underserved groups and communities.
Access to community facilities, including places of worship.
Access to sustainable sources of energy.
Environmentally sound technologies and the planning, provision and maintenance of infrastructure, including
roads, streets, parks and open spaces.
A high level of safety and public security.
The use of a variety of planning mechanisms that provide for meaningful participation to reduce the negative
impacts on biological resources, such as prime agricultural land and forests, that may arise from human settlements activities.
Planning and implementation systems that integrate all of the above factors into the design and operation of
sustainable human settlements.

Action 86. To ensure more equitable provision of basic infrastructure and service delivery systems, Governments
at the appropriate levels, including local authorities, should:
■

■

■

■

■

■

■

■

Work with all interested parties in providing serviced land and in allocating adequate space for basic services
as well as for recreational and open spaces in the development of new schemes and the upgrading of existing
ones.
Involve local communities, particularly women, children and persons with disabilities, in decision making and
in setting priorities for the provision of services.
Involve, encourage and assist, as appropriate, local communities, particularly women, children and persons
with disabilities, in setting standards for community facilities and in the operation and maintenance of those
facilities.
Support the efforts of academic and professional groups in analysing the need for infrastructure and services
at the community level.
Facilitate the mobilization of funds from all interested parties, especially the private sector, for increased
investment.
Establish support mechanisms to enable people living in poverty and the disadvantaged to have access to basic
infrastructure and services.
Remove legal obstacles, including those related to security of tenure and credit, that deny women equal access
to basic services.
Promote dialogue among all interested parties to help provide basic services and infrastructure.

Action 87. To ensure the efficiency of infrastructure and the provision of services and their operation and maintenance practices, Governments at the appropriate levels, including local authorities, should:
■

■

■

■

■

■

Create mechanisms to promote autonomous, transparent and accountable management of services at the local
level.
Create an enabling environment to encourage the private sector to participate in the efficient and competitive
management and delivery of basic services.
Promote the application of appropriate and environmentally sound technologies for infrastructure and delivery
of services on a cost effective basis.
Promote partnerships with the private sector and with non-profit organizations for the management and delivery
of services; where necessary, improve the regulatory capacity of the public sector; and apply pricing policies that
ensure economic sustainability and the efficient use of services as well as equal access to them by all social
groups.
Where appropriate and feasible, establish partnerships with community groups for the construction, operation
and maintenance of infrastructure and services.
Improve planning, design, construction, maintenance and rehabilitation.
Source

United Nations Conference on Human Settlements (Habitat II), The Habitat Agenda Goals and Principles,
Commitments and the Global Plan of Action, 1996.
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according to previous ordinances and plot division, as
described above.
We are now approaching the third stage of systematic
urban growth: urbanisation through a network of infrastructures. This is what is known as an “urbanisation project.”
Here, we will base our discussion of low-cost urbanisation
on Horacio Camino’s book Elementos de urbanización.20 This
cost-efficient tool for establishing the infrastructures and
services of the network of public spaces in basic habitability
settlements depends on the three fundamental aspects
analysed below.

poverty. Since basic habitability means fulfilling people’s
unmet basic settlement and residence needs, this is the best
tool that disadvantaged or disaster-affected populations
have to implement a systematic settlement process—not in
an exclusively spontaneous way, as the majority have done
until now, but in an organised way, and with assistance from
the public sector through development cooperation programmes.
Hence, we consider poor populations’ spontaneous
manner of constructing residential settlements to be an
appropriate, ongoing demonstration of what the poor are
willing to do to overcome poverty. Their self-build processes
and how they organise themselves are factors that need to be
taken into account, and will become much more efficient
once the process is systematised and the public sphere carries out its function of providing technical guidance and economic support. In building their informal settlements, the
poor have specific ways of organising themselves, relying on
self-help and mutual aid, saving and buying materials and
applying building techniques. We need to harness and fine
tune these methods in order to achieve more efficiency in
basic habitability processes. And to ensure a systemised
course of action, the process must follow the four stages of
urbanisation discussed above.
In addition, the importance of process over product in
any attempt to fight against poverty must be stressed. Housing and basic habitability play a central role in reaching basic
levels of human development. The UNDP’s Human Development Index lists income, life expectancy and education as
the three basic dimensions of human development. These
three factors are fundamentally intertwined with basic habitability. For the poor, housing, when they have it, is undoubtedly the first step towards overcoming poverty.
Life expectancy is directly related to housing and habitability, to an even greater extent if, as we have done in this
report, we consider the presence of one small health care
facility as part of basic habitability: the nearly forty-year difference between life expectancies in the European Union and
those of people living in the countries that rank the lowest on
the UNDP’s HDI—remember that before the earthquake,
with a life expectancy of 59.6 years, Haiti ranked 146th on the
Index, which covers 177 countries—is due fundamentally to
these habitability conditions.
Education, too, is directly related to habitability and living conditions. A good deal of non-formal knowledge is
transmitted from mothers at home, and if that home does not
exist or exists under very precarious conditions, it is very difficult to pass on the necessary knowledge on personal
hygiene, cleanliness, etc. We include basic schooling, a key
part of the public education process, in basic habitability.
Basic habitability, therefore, is a fundamental part of a public,
systematic approach to fighting poverty.

■ The quality of services. Determining the level and quality
of services to be provided is a task for politicians, although it
obviously depends on existing economic resources and physical conditions. Consumption depends on the level of accessibility to the service. For example, in the case of water:
■

■

■

When the water source is 200 metres away, consumption
ranges from 20 and 40 litres per person per day.
When the water source is onsite, consumption ranges
from 40 to 60 litres per person per day.
When there are multiple onsite water sources, consumption can increase to 200 litres per person per day.

In the case of firewood, 900 kilograms per person per
year equal five hundred people’s sustainable consumption of
1 km2 of virgin forest per year.
Naturally, considering the scarcity of resources, a good
starting point is to lower consumption in industrialised countries. There are absolute minimums, but the ideal level of
services depends on a number of variables. There is no universal quality standard, but we should at least define the adequate quality levels of all services according to region, drawing a clear line between basic and inadequate habitability.
■ Design optimisation. Design optimisation depends principally on the following factors:
■

■

■

Reaching high land utilisation percentages (for private
plots, 60% is ideal).
Limiting the length of the road network as much as possible through plots with little frontage and high depth (a
1:3 frontage to depth ratio is recommended for the plot
or site).
One of the most common problems in settlements is
wasting land on unneeded roads, thereby geometrically
increasing the costs of urbanisation.
Allotting more than 35% of land for roads entails:

■
■

■ “Sites and services”: specific proposals

■

Ex novo sites and services programmes represent the organised and public-sector-driven alternative to the numerous
invasions of land or “squatter settlements” that sprawl
across the outskirts of the large cities of the developing
world.
In practice, a sites and services scheme involves handing
over a single-family plot with an equipped sanitary core
which consists of a kitchen and a bathroom (between 5 and
16 m2) and is connected to the settlement’s general infrastructure. The settlement itself is set up in an appropriate location

■
■

Less land for housing.
Greater travel distance.
Greater surface area to pave (see the Sphere Project’s
Minimum Standards in Humanitarian Disaster Response for
more information on this subject).
Larger service networks.
Greater maintenance costs.

Design optimisation can only be carried out in ex novo
projects, not in improvement and rehabilitation processes,
which must adapt to existing land subdivision.
■ Building materials. The use of prefabricated building
materials is advisable: the cost of these materials can be low-
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■ The PREVI Programme (Peru), forty years later. The sites
and services approach originated in Peru, with direct
support from the UN. At the time, there was no specific UN
section dealing with housing (UN-Habitat was founded in
Nairobi in 1976). The PREVI Programme began in 1967 as an
initiative of the Peruvian Government with the aim of crafting a plan for housing improvement in Lima. The first iteration of PREVI consisted of three pilot projects, whose objectives were the following:

ered through technology that will withstand intense use, can
be easily employed by settlers and ensures the possibility of
future improvements. Clearly, urbanisation, with its infrastructure and services, is an immense field: it encompasses
everything from resource supply, including source detection
and networks and connections, to recycling, setting zoning
standards, construction details, site layouts, costs, etc.
Indeed, a huge amount of services required to satisfy
minimum needs must be taken into account: road networks,
water, sanitation, electricity, lighting, waste, gas, telephones,
etc., all equally complex. (There are, for example, about
twenty different latrine systems. One would need to be an
expert in order to choose the adequate solution every time.)
Stormwater management and drainage systems make up the
most costly service, and therefore the one that stands to cut
the most costs through a good system design. Once these
basic networks move from the minimum to the standard, this
is the breakdown of increased costs:
■

■

■

■

■

■

The rise in the cost of electricity and lighting systems is
insignificant.
The rise in the cost of water and sanitation is very considerable.
The rise in the cost of stormwater management and
drainage systems is substantial.

The severe earthquake that hit Lima on 30 May 1970 led
to the separation of PP3 into two branch projects, one that
was to implement the self-build processes laid out for the initial PP3 project; the other project would build “sites with
services.” The official announcement of the PP3 project in
1970 defines different aspects of self-help:

Some infrastructure and service projects have been
unsuccessful because they failed to involve local populations. Taking public opinion into account and involving
the settlers in the process can help establish priorities: the
majority of communities give priority to water and health
services; some see investment in education (creating human
capital) as the most important; waste removal is not seen
as a priority due to a lack of awareness as to the dangers of
waste; education for women is key to optimise the chain of
water-hygiene-waste-health. Apart from the qualitative
improvements that can still be made in these urbanisation
tools, the greatest problem is that to date, they represent
mere plans, with purely token applications. The essential
task now is to back these tools up with economic resources
and train the people needed to achieve their widespread,
global application on scales that respond to each particular
situation.

Self-help is an activity carried out directly to fulfil a
perceived need. It is born out of a lack of money needed
to achieve what one desires, or simply out of the desire
to get more out of the money one has. This idea contrasts
with that of paid work, that is, an activity carried out by
an intermediary who is financially compensated for his
or her work. Therefore, self-help, when applied to
housing construction, refers to direct construction as
opposed to construction by contract.
Classification of self-help
By aim:
— self-manufacture, the production of materials or
components for the construction;
— self-building, direct participation in construction;
— self-financing, community savings that, without
external financing, are able to raise the money to
fund constructions that are of common interest to
the people who have raised the money. These types
of self-help in housing can be applied both to
infrastructure and buildings.
By organisation:
— mutual help, the organised participation of a group of
families;
— individual effort, the separate participation of families.
A project may consist of some instances of mutual
help and some instances of individual efforts.
By responsibility:
— guided self-help, in which the beneficiary participates
under the detailed organisation and direction of the
official agency responsible for leading the project.

■ “Sites and services” projects
in Latin America
Although the authors do not consider this report the appropriate forum for in-depth descriptions of the technical characteristics of sites and services projects, we do see the value
of illustrating this type of programme through three brief
accounts that attest to the validity of sites and services:
■

■

■

The PP1 project involved the construction of a new
neighbourhood based on proposals that would result
from a competition that called for national and international contributions and involved the participation of a
pre-selected group of teams from other countries.
The PP2 project was a study with practical plans for the
renewal of existing dwellings.
The aim of the PP3 project was to set up low-cost “sites
with services” through self-build processes.

The PREVI Programme PP3 21 was led by the United
Nations in Peru after the earthquake of 1970: at the time,
the country’s poverty level was probably comparable to
that of Haiti today.
The “Segundas etapas” (Second Stages) Programme was
led by the Chilean Government, and spans nearly two
decades of projects: the programme has had excellent
tangible results.
The municipal programme “Ocupación guiada,”22 led by
the Municipality of Trujillo in Peru, has provided about
100,000 people with housing solutions through sites and
services projects.

The results of the PP3 Programme, with its sites and
services approach, were so highly recognised that they were
mentioned directly in the Secretary-General’s Report to the
25th General Assembly, in the section on “Problems and Priorities in Human Settlements: Recommendations for Specific
National Action”:
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Governments are encouraged to implement four
measures designed to provide a foundation for effective
policies and programmes:

Figure 2

The “Segundas etapas”
Programme in Chile

At the least, the first stage requires a developed plot with a
sanitary core equipped with a bathroom and kitchen, with
a maximum value of 120 UF*

I) When development policies and programmes are
drawn up, the effects of public expenditure policies on
urbanisation, especially on the growth of low-income
settlements, should be taken into account.
II) An assessment of living conditions in slums and
uncontrolled settlements, including estimations of
growth and future changes an evaluation of the positive
and negative effects they have on development, should
be carried out.
III) An analysis of public programmes currently being
applied in low-income settlements, including an
assessment of their effectiveness, should be completed. It
seems that the concept of “cheap housing” for this group
should give way to a concept of “cheap settlements,”
which entails gradual, permanent improvement through
measures designed to involve as much self-help as
possible.
IV) Based on the previous measures, research and test
programmes should be established with the aim of
improving slums and uncontrolled settlements, with as
much self-help and participation as possible towards
improving quality of life.

In the second stage, beneficiaries organise themselves and
contribute self-build labour

■ The “Segundas etapas” Programme (Chile). Figure 2 presents a sketch of three different phases of the Chilean sites
and services programme called “Segundas etapas.” First, families who meet certain conditions (i.e., limited resources)
receive the one-time donation of a plot of land measuring
9 metres across and 18 metres deep. The plot consists of a
cement base with water, plumbing and electricity and a core
structure, around 9 square metres, with basic kitchen and
bathroom facilities. The programme is called “Segundas etapas” (Second Stages), because the Chilean Ministry of Housing grants beneficiaries a soft loan—about 3,000 US dollars at
zero interest—and provides them with support from a team
that assists them in the collective, self-build process that
makes up the second stage and results in the construction of
up to 50 square metres of space.
The “Segundas etapas” Programme is active throughout
Chile and has implemented thousands of projects, each
assisting different-sized groups of families; the programme
has focused especially on rural settlements of families living
in very precarious housing.

Third stage

■ The “Ocupación guiada” Programme in Alto Trujillo,
Peru. Between 1995 and 2006, this programme led nearly
50,000 people in the gradual “guided occupation” of fourteen neighbourhoods. After these eleven years of the programme, the city reaffirmed the importance of closely linking urban development concepts and approaches to access
to land.
The “Ocupación guiada” Programme is based on one fundamental idea: we need to anticipate spontaneous urbanisation, even be one step ahead of it. And since the guided occupation process is a comprehensive tool, covering the entire
urbanisation process in a context in which the population is
expected to increase by 33% (the population has grown from
800,000 to 1 million), it is considered an appropriate model to
apply on the scale of squatter settlements.
The site was selected by experts from the Municipality
of Trujillo who, taking connectivity conditions into account,

* Unidad de Fomento, a readjustable unit of account used in
Chile, based on the Consumer Price Index (CPI). In October
2010, the value of 1 UF is about 21,000 Chilean pesos.
Source
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Figure 4 shows an aerial view of a neighbourhood that is
gradually being improved by settlers. The small circles mark
sites that will eventually be used for institutional buildings,
sports grounds, gardens, community centres, religious areas,
schools, day-care centres, health centres and markets.

placed the settlement 7 kilometres away from Trujillo’s city
centre. The municipality also takes care of the second stage,
in which land is subdivided into plots. Here, they decide on
the plot dimensions in order to control density, set land
aside for public space—this will eventually be used for
public facilities, green areas, etc.—and guarantee land
tenure by handing out property rights. The municipality,
then, carries out and controls the first three stages, including urbanisation.
Figures 3 and 4 show two snapshots of the programme.
Figure 3 shows the urban plan of a neighbourhood before
beneficiaries have access to their plots. This access to land
takes place through the following steps: (1) registration; (2)
allocation of plots to qualified families (staking out allotments, legal division of land); (3) organising the population;
(4) carrying out priority projects (basic habitability: fitting
out); (5) handing over property rights to the plot (after a
check and assessment of the family’s situation); (6) building
electrical grids and consolidating streets, and (7) constructing dwellings, facilities and services.

Figure 3

6

Final thoughts

To summarise, we will lay out a few key notions that we
believe are essential to the reconstruction and development
of Haiti’s human settlements:
■
■

There is no development without the participation of people.
Priority must be given to reconstructing and improving
public facilities and services over private needs.

The urban plan of a neighbourhood in the “Ocupación guiada” Programme
in Alto Trujillo, Peru

Source
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An aerial view of a neighbourhood being improved through the “Ocupación guiada”
Programme in Alto Trujillo, Peru

Facilities per
neighbourhood:

Institutional buildings.
Sports grounds/green areas.
Common areas/space for religious use.
Source

■

■

■

■

At this point, we need to give priority not to a finished,
constructed product, but to the processes that will allow
for the most people to attain this product.
In terms of development cooperation, it is justifiable to
advocate reaching “basic minimums” for the majority
over providing “finished solutions” for the few.
The enabling strategy involving pooling the efforts of
the affected population, the public sector (state, regional
or municipal) and institutions of development cooperation (multilateral and national organisations, NGOs, etc.)
informs our proposal for basic habitability in Haiti.
This proposal should not in any way be interpreted as
renouncing the enabling strategy’s ultimate aim: adequate
housing for all.

Schools.
Health centres.
Markets.

Nelly Amemiya, Municipality of Trujillo, Peru.
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