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Inequalities are linked with poverty and sustainable development, and have patently hindered 
development and stalled progress. Acting together, these inequalities further entrench the 
deprivation suffered by certain groups and individuals and manifest themselves clearly in the way 
space is used.

The fight against inequality requires the establishment of a new governance paradigm which 
coordinates efforts, strengthens formal coordination mechanisms, establishes joint responsibilities 
and provides the resources and incentives necessary at every level of government.

The integration of slum upgrading programs with countrywide planned urban development is 
the sustainable way to make a difference in slum areas of cities. This planned growth is part of a 
three pronged approach, combining the components of urban planning, urban legislation, and 
urban economy. The combination of these three components provides not only physical plans but 
also the rules and regulations and the financial plans which generate good growth, stability, and 
investment.”* 

Dr Joan Clos 
Under-Secretary General, United Nations 
Executive Director, UN-Habitat

*	 UN-Habitat (2015), Construction of More Equitable Cities; UN-Habitat (2015), 
Practical Guide To Designing, Planning and Executing Slum Upgrading Programmes.

It is the transformation of our urban landscapes that will enable 
us to end poverty, to provide basic services, housing, sustainable 
transportation, and to create an environment in which not only 
can human rights be actually delivered but also prosperity be 
available to everybody across the world.”

Dr Aromar Revi 
Director, Indian Institute for Human Settlements (IIHS)
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In our world, one in eight people live in slums. In total, around 
a billion people live in slum conditions today.1 This not only 
amounts to a rather unacceptable contemporary reality but to 
one whose numbers are continuously swelling. In spite of great 
progress in improving slums and preventing their formation 
– represented by a decrease from 39 per cent to 30 per cent 
of urban population living in slums in developing countries 
between 2000 and 2014 – absolute numbers continue to 
grow 2 and the slum challenge remains a critical factor for the 
persistence of poverty in the world, excluding fellow humans 
and citizens from the benefits of urbanisation and from fair and 
equal opportunities to attain individual and collective progress 
and prosperity.

To begin with, and acknowledging that the different typologies 
of informal housing receive a multiplicity of names in many 
languages, dialects and slangs all over the world, there is 
need to assert that the word ‘slum’ as used throughout 
this publication refers to the definition that classifies a slum 
household as one in which the inhabitants suffer one or more 
of the following ‘household deprivations’: lack of access to 
improved water source, lack of access to improved sanitation 
facilities, lack of sufficient living area, lack of housing durability 
and lack of security of tenure.3 Thus, these living conditions 
are the features taken into consideration when assessing a 
household’s status, independent of its name. In this case, the 
definition is more relevant than the term.

This definition – an effort to focus on and measure the urban 
poverty challenge represented by slums – has been the indicator 
to track the progress and successful achievement of the 

1	 881,080,000 slum dwellers are estimated to be living in developing countries, only, and this figure 
has been calculated considering just four out of the five slum household’s deprivations included in 
UN-Habitat’s definition, as security of tenure can’t be accurately calculated yet. In some countries with 
limited information, only one of the five components has been measured. Thus, the 881 million can 
indeed be considered a global minimum.

2	 United Nations (2015), The Millennium Development Goals Report. UN-Habitat (2015), World 
Cities Report 2016.

3	  UN-Habitat’s operational definition for a slum household was agreed through an Expert Group Meeting 
convened in 2002 by UN-Habitat, the United Nations Statistic Division and the Cities Alliance. (See 
Box 1) By extension, we use the term slum dweller to define a person living in such a household.

Millennium Development Goal 7 Target 7D, ‘to have achieved 
by 2020 a significant improvement in the lives of at least 100 
million slum dwellers’,4 and it has been also proposed as one 
of the means to measure the attainment of the Sustainable 
Development Goal 11 Target 11.1: ‘By 2030, ensure access 
for all to adequate, safe and affordable housing and basic 
services and upgrade slums’.5 The slum household definition 
is therefore essential for measuring the fulfilment of the basic 
human right to adequate housing for all,6 and its continuity as 
an indicator for the development frameworks pre- and post-
2015 confirms the importance that the world assigns to the 
eradication of urban poverty as one of the crucial steps towards 
the sustainable development of humankind.

4	 United Nations (2015), The Millennium Development Goals Report; ‘Between 2000 and 2014, more 
than 320 million people gained access to either improved water, improve sanitation, durable housing or less 
crowded housing conditions, which means that the MDG target (7.D)was largely surpassed.’

5	 Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (2015); ‘Goal 11: Make cities 
and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable.’ Recently approved by the Inter-Agency and 
Expert Group on the SDGs Indicators (IA-EG SDGs), the indicator for Goal 11 Target 11.1 is: ‘Proportion 
of urban population living in slums or informal settlements and inadequate housing’, for which the slum 
household definition has been suggested as its means of measurement, something to be confirmed by March 
2016. (See Annex on page 83)

6	 Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, General Comments 4 (adequate housing) 
and 7 (forced evictions), <http://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/treatybodyexternal/TBSearch.
aspx?Lang=en&TreatyID=9&DocTypeID=11>

In spite of great progress in improving 
slums and preventing their formation – 
represented by a decrease from 39 per cent 
to 30 per cent of urban population living in 
slums in developing countries between 2000 
and 2014 – absolute numbers continue 
to grow and the slum challenge remains a 
critical factor for the persistence of poverty 
in the world
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