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Introduction

Heidi Moksnes

Since 2010, more than half of the world’s population lives in cities 
(WHO 2014) – and an increasing portion of these are poor. Across the 
globe, poor people are moving to urban centres to find means to support 
themselves and create viable lives for their families. But usually, they meet 
cities that are not prepared, and often not willing, to receive them. Thus, 
they have problems in finding affordable housing as well as work places 
that offer dependable employment. Instead, they rent or construct their 
own homes and neighbourhoods in areas that are not yet clearly claimed 
for other purposes. Today, about one billion people live in urban slums 
and informal settlements – a third of the urban population in developing 
countries  – and the number is rising (UN Habitat 2012). Commonly, they 
struggle with insecure tenure and continuous threats of eviction, houses 
that are overcrowded and offer little resistance against winds and heavy 
rains, scant access to basic services such as water, sanitation, schools and 
health care, and with insecure and underpaid jobs.

The growing number of urban poor has lead the international commu-
nity to, although indirectly, address their situation in the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs), setting as one of the targets to significantly 
improve the lives of at least 100 million slum dwellers by 2020.1 However, 
not only is this target highly modest. The broader absence of urban poor 
in the MDGs reflects a widespread underestimation of the extent of urban 
poverty. As Diana Mitlin and David Satterthwaite argue in their recent 
book Urban Poverty in the Global South (2013), the global standard of 
the poverty line to be drawn at one-dollar-a-day is highly misleading for 
mapping poverty in urban settings, since to live in cities is usually much 
more costly than to live in rural areas. In order to learn about the extent 
and character of urban poverty, they argue, and what are the most urgent 
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needs to be addressed, it is essential to engage people that are living in 
urban poverty themselves. 

The housing and income generating activities of urban poor are 
commonly described as ‘informal,’ sometimes even as illegal. However, 
the inhabitants of informal settlements and slums and their engagement 
in informal economic activities are an intrinsic part of the cities – econom-
ically, socially and politically. Next to building sites for high-rises, there 
may be slums situated where a large portion of the construction workers 
are lodged – with salaries insufficient for more costly housing – and where, 
once the buildings are completed, the lowest paid ranks of its personnel 
will find housing, as well as those doing various low priced services for 
the staff (cf Echanove and Srivastava 2012). Thus, although ultramodern 
skyscrapers and slums often are portrayed as stereotypical opposites, they 
are highly interlinked, as are the formal and the informal economies – 
public institutions as well as commercial companies drawing benefits 
from access to cheap and flexible informal labour.

The informal is often an integrated part of urban governance as well; 
a way for urban planners and governors to make room for manoeuvring, 
creating “grey spaces” (Yiftachel 2009) and “zones of exception” (Ong 
2006), where the boundaries of legality can be moved depending on the 
priorities; legalising certain constructions and activities, while defining 
others as illegal, and ordering expulsion and destruction of homes and 
other sites, for example to keep attractive urban land on the property 
market (cf Roy 2009). In this context, impoverished housing areas are 
commonly not a desired part of the cities, slums regularly depicted as 
chaotic, terrible places, plagued by disease and social problems. Also 
the economic activities of urban poor, such as street vending, are often 
portrayed as unwanted, sometimes criminalised and subject to police 
harassment. As a result, urban people in poverty are not treated as legit-
imate urban residents.

Thus, an important question to raise in each urban setting is: on whose 
terms is urban planning done? Is the plan aiming for the clean, orderly 
city – slum-free, street vendor free, business oriented – or a city including 
all inhabitants? What groups are allowed to influence urban planning and 
urban governance? Certainly, the difference between urban residents lies 
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not only in levels of wealth, but also in their legal and political recog-
nition. Thus, are there ways to political voice and influence also for people 
living in slums and working in the informal economy?

Making claims on the city

Notably, there are different forms of counter-politics among urban poor; 
implicit as well as explicit. Poor and marginalised groups continu-ously 
contest the prevailing definitions, uses and designs of the urban space, as 
well as the conditions for urban membership and participation. This is 
acted out precisely in the floating sphere between legality and illegality 
as defined by the authorities, through land occupation, auto-constructed 
neighbourhoods, tapping into electrical wires and water pipes, and finding 
different means of income generation. What takes place is a massive, 
worldwide ‘urbanisation from below.’ As described by Faranak Miraftab 
(2009, p 42), the majority of urban poor “take into their own hands the 
challenges of housing, neighborhood and urban development, establis-
hing shelter and earning livelihoods outside formal decision structures 
and ‘professionalized planning.’” She continues (ibid), “[t]he protago-
nists of urban development have thus shifted from planning agencies to 
community-based informal processes; from professional planners and 
formal planning to grass-roots activists and strategies.” This is the base 
for what she envisions as an “insurgent planning,” incorporating also 
oppositional activities.

There is also explicit political engagement among the urban poor. Not 
among all; some hold great distrust – or fear – of the state, and avoid 
interaction with official authorities and institutions. Others side-step the 
state in other ways, carving out their space in the city by engaging in gangs 
or criminal networks. However, many of the urban poor create collective 
strategies to secure their housing, earn a living and defend their interests. 
Some strive for results by way of clientelist alliances with political parties 
or persons with influential positions. Others mobilise and articulate their 
needs through neighbourhood-based associations, religious congregations, 
syndicates or social movements. And they present formalised demands 
vis-à-vis the municipal authorities on public services and legalisation of 
landholdings and work forms.
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Authors such as James Holston (2008) and Teresa Caldeira (2000, 
2009) have shown how poor migrants to the urban peripheries in Brazil 
have come to form neighbourhood groups that articulate political 
demands. This process has often commenced as struggles to legalise land 
holdings, evolving to demands on infrastructure and services. Importantly, 
the demands have increasingly been framed as demands of rights – the 
rights as citizens to equal access to resources. Holston (2008) calls this 
an “insurgent citizenship,” evolving outside the regular political arenas. 

A similar development is found across the globe. The last several 
decades, many of the urban poor articulate their demands on resources 
and urban access in terms of rights and citizenship, referring to national 
constitutions and UN conventions. Thus, they are appropriating, like 
other marginalised groups, the global discourse on human rights to gain 
political and moral leverage. 

A broadly shared experience in the urban peripheries, however, is 
that such demands are not easily met, but granted only after persistent 
negotiation and pressure, if granted at all. Often, the authorities may even 
respond with open repression and expulsion from certain urban areas. 
Squatters and other marginalised urban residents find the legitimacy of 
their demands questioned, their claims on urban membership deemed too 
costly by urban authorities and city planners. Obvious is also that their 
demands conflict with those of other urban groups for access to resources, 
space and power. Thus, through their presence and actions, urban poor 
challenge and upset official planning of the city, which makes all work 
to affect change slow and difficult. 

But nevertheless, we witness today significant examples of advances 
across the world in the situation for urban poor, to a large extent propelled 
by their own work and mobilisation. This volume presents testimonies 
of this work and analyses of the various challenges.

Volume contributions

The volume focuses on the claims on the city made by urban poor; what 
the claims consist of, how they go about pursuing these claims through 
informal as well as formalised networks and associations, and what are 
the responses they encounter. Urban poor demand their presence in the 
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cities be recognised and acknowledged as legitimate, as also their need for 
housing and income generating activities. As stated by Shack/Slum Dwel-
lers International (SDI 2012): “A recognition of informality and urban 
poverty as part of the urban landscape is the first step in creating pro-poor 
legislation and a framework for inclusive cities.” Furthermore, urban poor 
commonly emphasise that their own experiences and competence in crea-
ting housing and infrastructure must be recognised and allowed to direct 
the development and upgrading of their housing areas. Thus, there is a 
need for legislation and city governance that include all city dwellers, and 
to find ways to balance the claims from different groups of inhabitants. 

In the first chapter, Towards an inclusive urban planning and practice, 
Diana Mitlin describes urban informal settlements as sites of multiple 
forms of resistance against states that do not assume the responsibility for 
poverty reduction and to provide inhabitants with access to land, housing, 
services and basic infrastructure. In her text, Mitlin describes the work 
by a range of associations and projects among urban poor, most of these 
in Asia, to accomplish states to invest in their neighbourhoods. Building 
up their own competence and mobilising across the city – and across 
national borders – they have been able to engage municipal authorities 
by seeking partnership rather than confrontation, aiming for large scale 
and long-term solutions.

The struggles to change the ways cities are governed have increasingly 
taken the form of a discussion of who has the right to the city. The idea 
of “the right to the city” has since Henri Lefebvre’s writings in 1968 
become central also for scholars wanting to understand urban conflicts and 
struggles and to outline ideas of more just cities. The right, it is argued, 
should not only involve the right to share urban resources, such as land, 
water or public transportation, but also the right to political participa-
tion and social inclusion, taking active part in the formation of the city. 
In her chapter, Lorena Zárate describes – with particular focus on Latin 
America  – how the Right to the City has become a guiding principle for 
social movements and non-governmental organisations, nationally and 
internationally. As described by Zárate, also a few governments and inter-
national agencies have, to some extent, adopted this perspective, especially 
the UN Habitat and UNESCO. An example is The World Charter for 
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the Right to the City (2005), accomplished through the influence of civil 
society organisations. Another example is the Mexico City Charter for 
the Right to the City, which further develops the principles of the World 
Charter and, Zárate argues, profiles “the city that we aspire to and want 
to construct for future generations” (p 40).

The principles of inclusion and rights are central for the four ensuing 
contributions by authors representing organisations from different contin-
ents, by and with urban poor, that make claims on the city.

Siku Nkhoma and Sarah Jameson describe how in Malawi, the state 
does not recognise the presence of poor people in urban areas, although 
today 75 percent of the urban inhabitants in the country live in slums 
or informal settlements. In the eyes of the government, poverty is found 
in the rural areas. Thus, there is no urban policy, and no financing for 
development of the urban settlements. From their experiences in the 
Center for Community Organization and Development (CCODE) 
and the Malawi Homeless People’s Federation, Nkhoma and Jameson 
describe how they have worked to develop the capacities of urban poor 
to organise and claim their rights, and to take active part in the process 
to upgrade and develop their communities. Thus, tellingly, when the 
city council and institutions of Lilongve, the Malawi capital, were not 
able to carry out a slum upgrading project of the Bill and Melinda Gates 
Foundation, the authority to handle the implementation was instead 
given to two informal settlements in the capital that CCODE and the 
Federation work with. This, Nkhoma and Jameson argue, demonstrates 
the competence and urge of poor communities to be included as active 
partners in both the planning and concretisation of urban development.

The importance of long-term work to develop informal settlements is 
demonstrated by Ruby Papeleras from the Homeless People’s Federation 
Philippines, Inc (HPFPI). This work has included savings programmes, to 
collect both the financial and social means to purchase land and construct 
houses; mapping and enumeration, to gather data on their communities 
that is central both for their own knowledge and when interacting with 
officials and other interest groups; and upgrading, taking steps to initiate 
and lead the development of paved roads, drainage and sewage systems, 
and assure the access to water and electricity. Through their work, Papel-

Int roduct ion
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eras argues, although fraught with difficulties, the communities have 
been able to affect the approach of governments towards the settlements 
and the prioritisation of urban development. Throughout, she says, they 
have drawn strength from the cooperation with other groups, which 
increasingly has been an exchange on transnational level. 

People struggle with poverty and marginalisation also in cities in the 
global North. In New York City in the United States, there are 20,000 
street vendors who strive to make an income in a city that has many 
restrictions against their trade, such a restraining licenses and heavy fines 
for trespassing the boundaries set by the authorities. Derrick Wilmot 
describes how he himself became a street vendor and how he, as a member 
of the Street Vendor Project, has found means to better handle the many 
challenges that vendors face. Knowing their rights, he concludes, street 
vendors are able to resist undue harassment by the police and show that 
they indeed contribute to the city.

The struggle to make a livelhood for urban poor is the focus also for 
the contribution by João Damasio, who has worked closely with waste 
pickers’ cooperatives in Brazil. There are an estimated 800,000 waste 
pickers in Brazil, of which about 12 percent are organised in cooperatives 
or other forms of associations, and they struggle with highly insufficient 
access to infrastructure and equipment that could make their trade more 
viable and reduce their poverty. In several cities in Brazil, the role and 
work of waste pickers is acknowledged and integrated into the formal 
management system of solid waste, the pickers receiving remuneration 
directly by the municipality. However, Damasio argues, they are still 
commonly not taken sufficiently into account by urban planners and 
local authorities. In his chapter, he outlines the public investment in 
the infrastructure of waste pickers necessary to promote their social and 
economic inclusion in Brazilian society. 

The volume’s first thematic section offers perspectives from persons 
who through their professional work strive to improve the conditions for 
urban poor. The section is opened by Anna Erlandson, an artist, offering 
a contribution based on one of her many visits to informal settlements 
across the globe. Through her text and her photographs, she reflects on 
the stereotypes that often keep us – the North and the South, the rich 
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and the poor – distant from each other, and invites us to see beyond 
such images.

Andrea Fitrianto suggests that professionals like himself, an archi-
tect, need to unlearn their common top-down approach and instead 
find ways to work with the communities they will serve. Describing his 
experiences from the Philippines, Indonesia and Aceh, Indonesia – which 
was severely hit by the tsunami in 2004 – he gives examples of his own 
learning process in this field. The work implied has extended beyond the 
field typical of architects, to include communal workshops, the support 
to establish saving groups such as those described by Papeleras, and the 
propelling of communal networks to govern the construction of houses 
and infrastructure. A central tenet throughout, Fitrianto emphasises, is 
that the ownership of the projects are in the hands of the community 
members themselves. This, he notes, poses various challenges for the 
traditional training of architects.

Also Anna Vindelman is an architect, active in Architects Without 
Borders-Sweden (ASF-Sweden), and she describes the collaboration 
developed with SPARC-India (the Society for the Promotion of Area 
Resource Centres), to support their work towards affordable housing, 
secure tenure and sanitation for the urban poor. ASF-Sweden has been 
directly engaged in a series of slum upgrading projects, where they have 
contributed with design plans as well as methods for participatory plan-
ning. Through example field visits and interviews with the community 
concerned, Vindelman describes how they as architects are able to realise 
the great social and practical importance different spaces hold, which is 
reflected in their suggestions for the design of new housing areas. Also 
master students have been involved through field studies, thereby cont-
ributing to the broader professional community of architects. 

In his second contribution in this volume, João Damasio, himself a 
researcher in economics, provides an analysis of how the work of waste 
pickers – if properly acknowledged and supported – offer valuable urban 
environmental services, contributing to the reduction of greenhouse 
gas emission. The work of waste pickers is specialised on recycling of 
valuable resources from waste that otherwise, at best, only is burned for 
the extraction of energy. In Brazil, which is in the forefront regarding 
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legislation and public policies directed towards the integration of waste 
pickers, state governments have recently started to pay waste pickers for 
these environmental services; the work remain for the implementation 
on municipal levels.

It is municipal governments that face the most direct challenges of 
integrating the needs and demands of urban poor. As a representative of 
the Mexico City government, Juan José García Ochoa describes how they 
started to discuss the notion of the Right to the City in 2007, “defined as 
a new human right that allows the equitable benefit of the cities” (p 120). 
Three years later, in 2010, this resulted in the Mexico City Charter for 
the Right to the City, addressed also in the chapter by Lorena Zárate. In 
his contribution, García Ochoa offers an account of how the Charter was 
developed in exchange with social organisations, and the work undertaken 
to enable its formal and legal implementation. While the actual reforms 
to change public policies and the democratic structure of the city still are 
ahead, García Ochoa expresses much hope in the Charter’s potential, once 
it has become fully known by public servants and the city’s inhabitants.

The two ensuing sections contain contributions by scholars and activ-
ists with long experience of working among urban poor. In the first, under 
the heading Constested urban visions in the global South, introduced by 
Andrew Byerley, the authors discuss the competing perceptions of how 
cities should develop. Especially city centres tend to be planned with 
ideals that focus on economic growth and competitiveness, often leading 
to interventions that aim to ‘sanitise’ the areas from informal settlements. 
The authors show alternative and often novel visions of urban planning 
demonstrated by urban poor through the ways they organise their lives 
in settlements.

In the last section, with the title Violence and urban politics, the cont-
ributors discuss violence as a persistent and complex aspect of urban life. 
They address ways that violence and crime can be prevented and reduced 
by interventions of civil society and community members, offering alter-
natives to commonly violent state interventions with police or military 
forces. We also learn, however, how violence is used by different groups 
to claim resources, space and identity in the city. Thus, as is argued in 
the section introduction by Steffen Jensen and Jesper Bjarnesen, we can 
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better understand violence by seeing its productive role as a form of social 
practice, which, when performed by poor and marginalised groups, often 
concerns an attempt to enact “a sense of agency over their lives” (p 166) 
which otherwise might be sorely absent.

The future of urban centres and lives faces many difficulties. What 
we hope this volume makes evident, however, is that there are numerous 
sources for finding viable ways forward, involving the organisations of 
urban poor and the knowledge they have from daily struggling in the city.

Notes 

1.  This is Target D (or 4), included in Goal 7: Ensure environmental sustainability of the 
eight Millennium Development Goals (UN 2013). On this official UN website (ibid), 
it is also stated that “ [t]he target was met well in advance of the 2020 deadline,” and 
that more than 200 million people “gained access to improved water sources, improved 
sanitation facilities, or durable or less crowded housing, thereby exceeding the MDG 
target.” However, it is added, the number of urban poor is nevertheless still growing 
because of the continuous migration to urban areas.
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