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Introduction

Cities grow at their margins, where formal plans meet everyday improvisation. In
these spaces—often labeled slums, informal settlements, or low-income
neighborhoods—households build incrementally, services arrive unevenly, and rules
are negotiated rather than codified. Upgrading the margin is therefore not a single
project or product, but a continuous public endeavor that blends planning,
engineering, finance, law, and community agency. This book argues that durable
progress depends on evidence: understanding what works, for whom, at what cost,
and under which conditions. By putting rigorous evaluations alongside practical
implementation guides, we aim to help practitioners convert intention into measurable
and equitable outcomes.

The chapters that follow draw on case studies of both success and failure to illuminate
the mechanics of change. Readers will encounter programs that improved water
quality but missed tenure security, housing loans that unlocked investment yet
excluded the most vulnerable, and participatory designs that built trust but faltered at
scale. Rather than offering universal prescriptions, we surface patterns and decision
points—choices about density and street layouts, service technologies, tenure
pathways, and institutional arrangements—that shape results. Each case is treated as
a learning device, with clear takeaways and cautionary notes to inform the next
project rather than to celebrate or dismiss the last.

A core theme of the book is operational rigor. City planners, NGOs, and donors often
know the destination—safer housing, healthier environments, and better
livelihoods—but need reliable routes to get there. We present operational models that
clarify roles between municipalities and utilities, frameworks for contracting and
community co-production, and templates for budgeting and phasing. Because
financing determines feasibility, we also unpack instruments from public subsidies and
land value capture to micro-mortgages and blended capital, linking each to the
conditions where it is most effective.

Evidence is only as strong as the data and methods behind it. We therefore review
evaluation designs—from randomized trials and natural experiments to
implementation science and mixed methods—that can be embedded in real programs
without slowing them down. Practical guidance is provided on assembling baselines,
tracking indicators for housing quality, WASH reliability, mobility, and health, and
building monitoring, evaluation, and learning systems that inform mid-course
corrections. The goal is not perfection, but disciplined adaptation: learning fast,
improving continuously, and documenting both intended and unintended effects.
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Participation is treated here as both principle and practice. Upgrading efforts succeed
when residents help define problems, co-design solutions, and steward public space;
they fail when participation is reduced to a checkbox. We discuss tools for inclusive
engagement, from community mapping and social contracts to grievance redress and
benefit-sharing mechanisms. Special attention is given to gender, youth, and
marginalized groups, recognizing that safety, tenure security, and economic
opportunity are experienced differently across a settlement.

No upgrading strategy can ignore climate risk and legality. Floods, heat, landslides,
and air pollution interact with weak tenure and insecure livelihoods to compound
vulnerability. We examine risk-informed design, resilient infrastructure options, and
citywide planning links that allow in-situ upgrading where possible and fair, rights-
based resettlement where necessary. Legal and ethical safeguards—avoiding forced
evictions, ensuring due process, and aligning with human rights standards—are
presented not as constraints but as foundations for legitimacy and long-term success.

Finally, this is a practical book meant to be used. Each chapter ends with checklists,
decision trees, and references to tools that teams can adapt to their context. Whether
you are preparing a funding proposal, drafting a neighborhood plan, or evaluating an
ongoing program, you will find models to structure your work and metrics to measure
progress. Upgrading the margin is challenging, but the evidence base is richer than
ever; by combining it with grounded practice, cities can deliver housing, health, and
livelihoods that are both inclusive and sustainable.
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CHAPTER ONE: Why Slum Upgrading Matters:
Defining the Margin

Every city carries a visible ledger of its promises and omissions. A skyline of glass
towers speaks to investment, regulation, and long-term planning. A few blocks away, a
neighborhood of narrow lanes, improvised housing, and irregular service connections
tells a different story, one of rapid urbanization, limited capacity, and everyday
improvisation. This is the margin—the space where formal plans meet informal
practices. It is neither an eyesore nor a museum of resilience; it is a living urban
fabric, home to millions, a site of economic dynamism, and a persistent challenge for
city governments. Upgrading the margin is therefore not a charitable act but a core
function of urban governance, central to health, safety, and economic productivity.

The term slum is often used as shorthand, but it can obscure more than it reveals. In
policy and research, a slum is commonly understood as a settlement characterized by
insecure tenure, poor structural quality of housing, and inadequate access to safe
water and sanitation. These dimensions matter because they shape daily life and
public risk. Yet many neighborhoods exhibit only some of these features, and
residents themselves may prefer more neutral labels, such as low-income area or
informal settlement. Labels have consequences. They can mobilize resources and
attention, but they can also stigmatize communities, justify intrusive interventions,
and simplify complex realities. Practitioners must use language carefully,
distinguishing external classifications from local self-understanding.

Informal settlements are not marginal in the demographic sense; they are central to
urban labor markets, services, and culture. In many cities across Africa, Asia, and Latin
America, these neighborhoods house a third to more than half of the urban population.
In some fast-growing cities, the share is larger. Their residents are not outliers but a
significant constituency of urban citizens. The invisibility lies in data systems and
policy frameworks, not in lived experience. Statistical gaps—missing maps, uncounted
households, unrecorded births and deaths—make it harder to plan, budget, and
evaluate. Filling these gaps is a prerequisite for upgrading that is both effective and
equitable.

Understanding the margin requires distinguishing its causes from its symptomes.
Insecure tenure often stems from ambiguous land governance and weak municipal
capacity. Poor housing quality is frequently a rational response to high land prices,
limited credit, and regulatory barriers that make formal construction unaffordable.
Inadequate services can reflect underinvestment in infrastructure, fragmented
utilities, or the technical challenges of serving dense, unplanned neighborhoods.
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These are systemic issues, not personal failures. Upgrading efforts that treat
symptoms—say, paving roads without addressing tenure—may generate short-term
gains but fail to transform underlying conditions.

The costs of inaction are substantial and measurable. Children in informal settlements
face higher exposure to waterborne diseases due to unreliable water supply and poor
sanitation. Households spend more time and money securing basic services, reducing
time available for work and education. Fires spread quickly in dense, poorly
constructed neighborhoods. Floods and landslides disproportionately affect those
living on marginal land. For city economies, these risks translate into lost productivity,
higher public health expenditures, and constrained investment. Addressing the margin
is thus not only a moral imperative but a pragmatic strategy for sustainable urban
development.

Not all informal settlements are alike, and context shapes the menu of feasible
interventions. Coastal cities face flood risks and land scarcity; mountain cities confront
landslide hazards; arid cities struggle with water supply and heat stress. Age and
density matter. Older settlements may have established social networks and
incremental improvements, while newer ones might lack tenure arrangements and
community structures. Settlements located on hazardous land—floodplains, steep
slopes, or under high-voltage lines—pose different challenges than those on safer
terrain. Interventions must be calibrated accordingly, avoiding one-size-fits-all
templates that ignore local constraints.

Slum upgrading is not synonymous with demolition and resettlement. The approach
advocated here emphasizes in-situ improvements whenever feasible, recognizing that
relocation can disrupt livelihoods, social networks, and access to jobs. In-situ
upgrading involves securing land tenure, improving housing quality, delivering basic
services, and enhancing public spaces, all while respecting the social fabric.
Resettlement remains a tool of last resort, used only when risks are unmanageable
and mitigation impractical. The evidence shows that resident-led, incremental
improvements, supported by sensible regulation and public investment, tend to
deliver better outcomes and more durable legitimacy than top-down clearance.

Housing policy is often framed as a binary: formal versus informal. In reality,
households continuously move along a spectrum, investing savings, seeking permits,
navigating bureaucracy, and negotiating with authorities. Formalization is a process,
not a switch. Policies that acknowledge incremental construction—allowing phased
upgrades, simplifying permits for small-scale works, and recognizing partial
compliance—can meet households where they are. Microfinance, cooperatives, and
community savings groups provide channels for investment. Municipal capacity to
inspect, guide, and support incremental building matters as much as rules on paper.
When regulation exceeds capacity, informality flourishes.
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Participation is not a feel-good add-on; it is a functional necessity. Residents hold local
knowledge about drainage patterns, safe routes, and community dynamics that
external planners often lack. Co-design processes can surface affordable solutions,
align investments with priorities, and build stewardship of public spaces. Participation
should be inclusive—encompassing women, youth, renters, and ethnic minorities—not
just the loudest voices. It also needs to be genuine, with residents helping set
agendas, monitor progress, and hold service providers accountable. Token
consultations rarely produce durable benefits, while sustained engagement tends to
improve implementation and reduce conflict.

Evidence-based upgrading means learning what works under specific conditions and
adapting accordingly. A drainage project that reduces flooding in one settlement may
fail in another if maintenance arrangements are weak. A tenure program that
empowers some residents may unintentionally exclude renters if not designed
carefully. Rigorous evaluation does not require academic perfection but disciplined
attention to baseline data, counterfactuals, and unintended effects. Randomized trials,
natural experiments, and mixed methods can all contribute. The goal is not to prove a
single method superior, but to build a knowledge base that informs better choices in
diverse contexts.

Financing is the bridge between plans and reality. Upgrading investments often mix
public funds, donor grants, impact capital, and household contributions. Each source
comes with constraints. Public budgets may be tight and politically volatile. Donor
projects may favor quick wins over long-term maintenance. Household resources are
limited, particularly for the poorest. Blended finance—combining grants for public
goods, credit for housing, and savings for incremental upgrades—can align incentives
and expand the menu of options. Transparent budgeting and clear cost-sharing
arrangements reduce friction and build trust.

Governance matters as much as engineering. In many cities, responsibilities for land,
housing, water, and sanitation are split across agencies with conflicting mandates. A
municipality may approve a layout, while the utility hesitates to extend connections,
and the land authority delays titles. Coordination mechanisms—metropolitan
authorities, task forces, or clear lead agencies—can prevent paralysis. Legal clarity
about who can decide, spend, and enforce is essential. When roles are opaque,
projects stall. When they are clear, accountability improves, and implementation
accelerates.

The health impacts of upgrading are tangible. Safe water and sanitation reduce
diarrheal disease and child mortality. Ventilated housing improves respiratory health.
Lighting and safer streets reduce crime and injury. At the same time, poorly planned
interventions can introduce new risks. Relocation far from jobs increases commuting
time and stress. Dense, cheap construction without ventilation or fire safety can
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worsen living conditions. Upgrading should be evaluated on health outcomes, not just
infrastructure counts, and designs should anticipate the ways that physical changes
interact with behavior and social networks.

Livelihoods are tightly coupled with settlement conditions. Street vendors need
accessible pathways; home-based enterprises require reliable power; workers need
proximity to jobs. Infrastructure that blocks market access or adds travel time can
undermine income, even if it looks good on paper. Upgrading should consider the
economic geography of informal settlements, protecting productive spaces, improving
connectivity, and enabling small-scale commerce. Microfinance and skills training can
help, but without sensible physical planning, the gains may be limited. In many cases,
small changes—clearing a market lane or adding a bus stop—yield outsized economic
benefits.

Climate risk is now a central variable in urban planning, and informal settlements are
often the most exposed. Floodplains and steep slopes host dense communities with
weak infrastructure; heat waves amplify risks in poorly ventilated housing; storm
events can wipe out years of incremental gains. Climate-resilient upgrading integrates
risk mapping, green infrastructure, and durable construction. It also strengthens social
safety nets to absorb shocks. Critically, resilience must be inclusive: climate
adaptations that raise land values can displace low-income residents if not paired with
tenure security and anti-displacement safeguards.

Urban informality is not just a developing-world phenomenon. Elements of it appear in
global North cities—unpermitted units, informal housing markets, and irregular
services—though the scale and severity differ. Lessons from one context do not
always translate directly, but common principles hold: clear land governance,
incremental pathways to formalization, and resident engagement improve outcomes
everywhere. The case studies in this book span regions and scales, from citywide
programs to neighborhood projects, providing a comparative lens. Readers should test
these lessons against local realities, adapting rather than adopting.

The margin is not static. It evolves with migration, economic shifts, climate events,
and policy changes. A settlement that is informally settled today may become a formal
neighborhood tomorrow; a secure area can become vulnerable if infrastructure decays
or governance weakens. Upgrading is therefore a process of continuous stewardship,
not a one-off project. It requires institutions that can maintain services, update plans,
and respond to change. The most successful programs build this adaptive capacity,
embedding learning loops, flexible financing, and community participation into the
fabric of city governance.

This book treats the margin as a place of possibility, not a problem to be erased.

Upgrading done well can unlock urban potential, improving health, expanding
opportunity, and reducing risk. Done poorly, it can entrench inequality and waste
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resources. The chapters that follow explore the mechanics of change, offering
evidence, operational models, and practical tools. They are grounded in real-world
cases, from Rio’s favela-Bairro and Nairobi’s Kibera to India’s national housing
missions. The aim is to equip city planners, NGOs, and donors with the insights and
instruments needed to upgrade the margin sustainably and equitably.

First, it is essential to define the margin in operational terms. The margin is the zone
where urbanization outpaces the capacity of formal systems to plan, finance, and
regulate development. It is characterized by incremental building, irregular tenure,
and patchwork services. Importantly, the margin is not just physical; it is also
institutional and political. Municipal budgets rarely match need; national policies may
not fit local realities; utility tariffs may be unaffordable for poor households.
Understanding these mismatches helps identify leverage points for intervention and
clarifies where upgrades are likely to succeed or fail.

A practical way to conceptualize upgrading is through three overlapping domains:
housing, infrastructure, and governance. Housing interventions target structural
quality, safety, and affordability; infrastructure interventions focus on water,
sanitation, energy, mobility, and public space; governance interventions clarify land
rights, strengthen community participation, and improve service delivery. These
domains are interdependent. Secure tenure encourages household investment; better
infrastructure improves health and safety; transparent governance builds trust and
enables maintenance. The challenge is sequencing these interventions so that gains
are cumulative rather than undermined by gaps elsewhere.

A common misconception is that informal settlements are chaotic. While they may
appear disordered, they often contain intricate social and economic structures:
savings groups, neighborhood committees, informal transport networks, and shared
maintenance arrangements. These institutions are assets. Upgrading that recognizes
and strengthens them tends to be more resilient than approaches that impose
external designs without engaging local capacity. A key task for planners is to map
these institutions, understand their norms, and identify ways to complement rather
than replace them.

The demographic profile of informal settlements is diverse, and interventions must be
designed with this heterogeneity in mind. Many residents are long-term urban dwellers
with stable jobs; others are recent migrants, students, or seasonal workers.
Households vary in size, income, and vulnerability. Women often shoulder the burden
of securing water and managing household health; youth may face limited
employment opportunities; older residents may be particularly vulnerable to
displacement. An upgrading program that treats residents as a uniform group risks
missing these nuances, leading to designs that benefit some while excluding others.

Consider the everyday experience of a resident in a typical informal settlement.
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Morning starts with a walk to a communal tap or a purchase from a water vendor;
children head to schools that may be overcrowded or distant; adults commute to jobs
in the city center, often by informal transit. Afternoons bring heat and the need for
ventilation; evenings may involve small-scale commerce or home-based work.
Infrastructure failures—a burst pipe, a clogged drain—can disrupt routines and incur
costs. Upgrading that reduces these frictions—reliable water, safer streets, affordable
transit—can unlock time and income, improving quality of life without erasing local
identity.

Planning for the margin requires realistic assumptions about household investment
capacity. Many households invest regularly in housing, but in small
increments—adding a room, installing a window, upgrading a floor. Formal housing
programs that demand large upfront payments or complete compliance often bypass
these households. Incremental standards, which allow compliance in stages, align
better with how people actually build. This does not mean abandoning safety or
quality; it means sequencing requirements so that early improvements are feasible
and later upgrades build on them. Clear guidance and supportive inspection can make
incremental compliance work.

Service delivery in dense, informal layouts presents technical and financial challenges.
Conventional utility models assume regular street grids and formal property records,
which may not exist. Alternative approaches—such as decentralized water kiosks,
simplified sewer systems, or pay-as-you-go energy—can be more appropriate. These
options often involve community management or public-private partnerships. Their
success depends on affordability, maintenance arrangements, and reliable supply.
Evaluations should compare not only capital costs but ongoing operations, user
satisfaction, and health outcomes.

Safety is a multi-dimensional concern in informal settlements. Fire risk rises with
closely packed structures and limited access for emergency vehicles. Crime rates may
be higher, especially where public lighting is weak. Natural hazards—floods,
landslides—can be catastrophic. Upgrading should address these risks through design:
wider lanes for access and evacuation, fire breaks, lighting, drainage, and slope
stabilization. Residents can help prioritize risks and identify local solutions, such as
shared water tanks for firefighting or community patrol systems. Evidence suggests
that risk reduction is most durable when it is co-produced with residents.

The economic case for upgrading is often underappreciated. Informal settlements are
hubs of entrepreneurship and labor supply. Improving connectivity and reducing
service frictions can increase productivity and attract investment. At the city level,
upgrading reduces spatial inequality, expanding the labor market and enabling more
efficient public transit. The fiscal case is also strong: preventing disasters, improving
public health, and reducing service costs over time can offset initial investment. Clear
metrics—such as reductions in disease, travel time, or fire incidents—help document
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these returns and justify public spending.

Yet upgrading is not a panacea. Without secure tenure, households may hesitate to
invest in housing improvements. Without maintenance arrangements, new
infrastructure can degrade quickly. Without inclusive participation, benefits may
accrue to elites, deepening inequality. These risks are real, and the evidence shows
that poorly designed programs can waste resources and damage trust. Acknowledging
these limits is crucial. Upgrading is a toolkit, not a guarantee; its effectiveness
depends on careful diagnosis, design, and adaptation to context.

One useful frame for thinking about the margin is to view it as an evolving urban
ecosystem. Physical elements—housing, infrastructure—interact with social
institutions, economic activities, and political dynamics. Change in one dimension
affects the others. A new drainage channel can improve health but also affect property
values and access; tenure security can unlock investment but also encourage
speculation. Practitioners should anticipate these ripple effects, designing safeqguards
and feedback mechanisms that protect vulnerable residents and preserve community
cohesion.

The case studies in this book illustrate both the promise and pitfalls of upgrading. Rio
de Janeiro’s favela-Bairro program showed how citywide initiatives can integrate
informal settlements into the urban fabric, improving services and reducing stigma,
while also revealing limits in tenure security and long-term maintenance. Nairobi’s
Kibera highlights the challenges of navigating complex land tenure and building trust
in the face of fragmented governance. India’s JNNURM and PMAY missions
demonstrate the trade-offs that arise when scaling housing programs, including
tensions between standardization and local adaptation. These cases are not merely
anecdotes; they are laboratories of practice.

A central lesson is that context drives design. In some cities, land tenure is the
primary constraint; in others, service delivery is the bottleneck; in still others, climate
risk dominates. Diagnostic tools—mapping, baseline surveys, stakeholder
analysis—help identify priority areas. The book’s later chapters delve into these tools,
but the overarching point is that upfront diagnosis saves resources and reduces
missteps. Programs that skip this step often invest in solutions that do not match the
problem, producing infrastructure that sits unused or interventions that miss the most
vulnerable.

Monitoring and learning are indispensable for continuous improvement. Simple
indicators—water quality, housing condition, travel time, crime rates—can track
progress. More importantly, systems should capture unintended effects, such as rent
increases that displace tenants or new risks introduced by infrastructure. Feedback
loops that allow communities to report issues and agencies to respond are critical. The
goal is to build a learning culture where data informs decisions, and where programs
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can pivot quickly when results do not match expectations.

Upgrading also has an international dimension. Donors and development agencies
influence priorities through funding and technical assistance. Their incentives—often
favoring visible outputs and short timelines—can conflict with the slow work of
building institutions and community trust. Alignment with municipal plans and resident
priorities is essential. Financial instruments should support long-term maintenance,
not just capital construction. International experience offers models and cautionary
tales, but local leadership must drive decisions to ensure legitimacy and sustainability.

As cities confront climate change, pandemics, and economic shocks, the margin will
remain a focal point for resilience and inclusion. Upgrading is one of the most practical
ways to build urban capacity, but it requires political will, institutional coherence, and
resident partnership. The chapters ahead will unpack these elements, offering
operational models, evaluation frameworks, and case-based insights. The aim is not to
romanticize informality or to prescribe universal solutions, but to equip practitioners
with the knowledge needed to improve lives, block by block, year by year.
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