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Introduction

Despite the efforts of national and local 
governments, the private sector, civil 
society and the international community, 
access to adequate housing remains a 
major challenge for an increasing number 
of people throughout the world. What is 
perhaps different now is that this challenge 
is affecting people in countries at all levels 
of social and economic development. A key 
factor has been the increasing dominance 
of market economics that promote housing 
as an economic asset and not a place 
in which to live and grow as part of a 
community. Despite the lessons of the 2008 
financial crisis, housing costs have risen far 
faster than incomes, making access to all 
forms of tenure increasingly difficult. 

At the root of this challenge lies the legal 
and institutional frameworks by which land 
and housing are managed (Ryan Collins et 
al, 2017). A key factor in improving access 
to affordable housing is to improve the 
governance and management of land 
markets, especially in urban and peri-urban 
areas where demand far outstrips supply, 
causing inflationary spirals. While the costs 
of labour, public services and construction 
materials are commonly similar from one 
housing project to another, the costs of 
land can vary dramatically depending on 
its proximity to urban centres, commercial 
zones and public services, planning and 
development potential. For example, an 

urban residential plot of land may be worth 
a hundred times more than an adjacent 
agricultural plot, while another plot with 
full planning approval and access to public 
services may be worth significantly more 
than one without.

As Section 2 of this Review demonstrates, 
a wide range of innovative approaches 
to urban land management exist in the 
form of land-based finance (LBF). These 
approaches can provide a practical 
framework for improving access to 
affordable housing and include a range of 
tax-based, fee-based and development-
based policy instruments, many of which 
have been applied in highly diverse contexts. 
While revenues from tax-based instruments 
tend to be integrated into general revenues, 
rather than to specific infrastructure 
projects such as housing, fee-based and 
development-based instruments provide 
an excellent opportunity to strengthen 
synergies between housing, land and 
urban planning by integrating housing with 
spatial planning though land management. 
For these reasons, this Review focuses on 
fee-based and development-based LBF 
instruments. 

Government actors, at central and local 
levels, can play an important role by 
formulating and implementing policies and 
regulations that generate a reasonable 

share of the increment in land values 
resulting from state actions to be recaptured 
for allocation in the public interest. It is 
important to acknowledge that the methods 
of managing land vary from one context to 
another, so no single policy will be applicable 
in every case. For this reason, this document 
reviews a wide range of instruments that 
have been implemented in at least one 
context and lists their relative advantages 
and disadvantages. By reviewing the 
characteristics of each, policy makers and 
officials responsible for addressing the 
challenge of improving access to adequate 
and affordable housing will be able to apply 
those options most appropriate to local 
conditions. However, it may also require 
determination in addressing vested interest 
groups who are benefiting from the status 
quo.   

In addition to land-based finance policy 
instruments, Section 3 reviews ways in which 
urban land governance exerts both direct 
and indirect impacts on access to affordable 
and adequate housing. It stresses the need 
for the regulatory framework to formulate 
planning standards that reduce land costs 
and planning and building regulations that 
permit incremental housing construction, or 
the use of residential units for home-based 
economic activity. Similarly, it demonstrates 
the need for administrative procedures that 
are clear, simple and fast. Other factors 
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include the need for spatial planning that 
puts land to efficient use, an institutional 
framework that is clear and a range of land 
tenure and property rights options available 
to reflect diverse and changing forms of 
housing demand.

Meeting this challenge will require senior 
officials in local government to develop and 
strengthen their understanding of land and 
housing markets. It will also be important 

to devise and enforce an administrative 
and regulatory framework that recognises 
the unique value and dynamics of 
ownership of each land parcel. This is 
particularly important in peri-urban areas, 
where changes in officially sanctioned 
land use from agricultural/pastoralist 
use to commercial/residential results in 
substantial price increases. Such a process 
of land market management needs to 
command broad public support to prevent 

it from becoming a basis for disputes. It will 
also be important to take into consideration 
different land tenure and property rights 
systems to improve access to land and 
housing.

UN-Habitat stands ready and willing to use 
its international experience to support the 
application of these innovative, yet practical, 
policy instruments.
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