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Affordable Land and Housing in Latin America and the Caribbean

Countries in Latin America and Caribbean region were the first in the developing world to go through rapid 
urbanisation. Today, the region is the second most urbanised region in the world. This urbanisation process 
has been accompanied by sharp social contrasts and economic disparities, a buoyant informal housing and 
land development process and increased local democracy and municipal autonomy, coupled with active 
social urban movements. This makes the Latin America and Caribbean region a unique landscape in the 
study of land and housing for the poor.

This study brings forward the complexity and richness of the housing responses undertaken by national 
and local governments, as well as NGOs in the region, with the aspiration to inspire other regions where 
similar trends are arising. 

Indeed it offers the reader a contemporary review of these experiences in addition to shedding light on 
critical indicators and the overall housing needs of the region.

This publication provides an authoritative study for housing experts, policy makers, researchers and civil 
society organisations, and fills a gap in housing and land studies whilst enhancing our knowledge about 
the ways in which countries of Latin America and the Caribbean address land and housing needs. 
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Since 2005 Ethiopia has been implementing an ambitious government-led low- and middle-

income housing programme: The Integrated Housing Development Programme (IHDP) which 

aims to construct 400,000 housing units, create 200,000 jobs, promote the development of 

10,000 micro- and small- enterprises, and enhance the capacity of the construction sector.

This authoritative book documents the genesis of the programme and the country’s experience 

since its inception. As it is intended for policy makers, public sector officials, and urban and 

housing practitioners, it logically outlines the design of this programme and its effect on 

the multiple dimensions of housing. Through documenting the Ethiopian experience other 

developing countries with housing shortages and who face rapid urbanization and population 

growth can adapt and apply this logic to their own housing systems. 

In light of Ethiopia’s previously uncoordinated and inefficient housing sector, the Integrated 

Housing Development Programme has proved to be a highly successful tool for affordable 

housing delivery at a large scale. Importantly, the programme is not only a housing 

programme but a wealth generation programme for low-income households. Its success lies 

in its integrated nature - understanding housing as part of an integrated social, economic, 

and political system - which has the opportunity to greatly improve the living conditions and 

economic capacity of all sectors of society. 
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LAND RIGHTS
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About this publication 

This Policy Guide provides policy-makers with the necessary knowledge about the 
challenges and rights of Indigenous peoples in relation to land and property in the 
urban context.  The Guide sets out how to secure land rights of Indigenous peoples 
in cities through a human rights framework in the context of urbanization, including 
migration and urban expansion.  

This Policy Guide to Secure Land Rights for Indigenous Peoples in Cities builds on 
earlier guides and is part of a series of UN-HABITAT handbooks focused on the 
rights of Indigenous peoples.  The first policy guide entitled, “Housing Indigenous 
Peoples in Cities: Urban Policy Guides for Indigenous Peoples” was published in 
2009, followed by a report entitled, Urban Indigenous Peoples and Migration: 
A review of Policies, Programmes and Practices, published in 2010 and launched at 
the Fifth Session of the World Urban Forum in Rio de Janeiro.  
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ADEQUATE HOUSING SERIES
In the vast majority of countries access to affordable land and housing is a critical contemporary 
challenge.  While in different countries and regions the specificities of the challenge vary, the 
universal truism is that it is becoming increasing difficult for the vast majority of urban residents to 
obtain and retain adequate and affordable land and housing.  

The first four volumes in the Adequate Housing Series canvas the state of affordable land and 
housing in four regions facing major affordability difficulties: Latin America and the Caribbean, 
Asia, Africa, and Europe and North America (member countries of the United Nations Economic 
Commission for Europe). 

Each volume firstly explores the major trends in housing conditions, availability, quality and 
tenure modalities. Following this, each volume analyses housing policy responses to address 
growing affordability problems and the improvement of substandard housing conditions. Lastly, 
key recommendations for local, national and international policy initiatives that can increase the 
provision of affordable housing in the respective regions is provided.   

This flagship series is coordinated and produced by the Housing Policy Section of UN-HABITAT 
and to date the following volumes have been published:
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FOREWORD

The first four volumes in the Adequate Housing 
series respond to the urgent need for a global 
assessment of the state of land and housing. 
While countless studies, research projects, and 
reports have been undertaken on individual 
housing needs, projects, and programmes, 
no contemporary studies have compared and 
contrasted housing conditions, policies, and 
approaches on a regional or global scale. 

This series fills this gap. The four volumes focus 
on the land and housing situation in four regions 
facing considerable challenges and affordability 
problems: Latin America and the Caribbean, 
Asia, Africa, and Europe and North America. 
They present a comparative documentation of 
the historical trajectory, major contemporary 
trends, and best practices in land and housing 
provision in each region.

Although the size and overall characteristics of 
the housing sector does vary markedly across 
these regions, and indeed their countries, 
common to all is the fact that obtaining and 
retaining housing that is adequate and affordable 
is a serious problem for a large proportion of the 
population. 

Unfortunately housing affordability remains 
a challenge and it is worsening due to, among 
other factors, the economic effects of the global 
financial crisis and the increasing severity of 
disasters and conflicts, which both place an 
additional strain on already stretched land and 
housing resources. This series and its messages 
and recommendations are therefore timely. 

These regional studies represent a significant 
step forward in investigating the state of the 
global housing challenge. A detailed examination 
and comparison of, as well as critical reflection 
on access to housing at the local, national and 
regional levels is the first and important step 

towards designing policies to improve access to 
affordable housing opportunities and to bring 
solutions to scale.  This will help in preventing 
city expansion on the basis of informal land 
development and informal housing supply.  The 
four volumes represent a significant body of 
research, documentation, and critical review that 
I believe will be of value to those involved in the 
housing sector. 

Dr. Joan Clos

Under-Secretary-General of the United Nations 
and
Executive Director, UN-HABITAT
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vi Executive Summary

EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY

This study examines trends in affordable housing 
and land provision in Latin America and the 
Caribbean (LAC). It further represents some of 
the approaches taken by governments, NGOs, 
and communities to meet the challenges of 
providing housing for low-income segments 
of society. The Latin American and Caribbean 
region is a key setting for the consideration of 
housing and land issues, owing in part to the 
contrasts and disparities that characterize this 
region of over half a billion inhabitants. Latin 
America presents a particularly acute case study 
in the struggle with issues of urbanization: in 
2000, 75.5 per cent of the Latin American and 
Caribbean region lived in cities; in 2030 this 
proportion is projected to grow to 84.6 per cent.1 

The numerous ways that the governments, 
institutions, and populations of the region have 
dealt – or not dealt – with issues of housing and 
land in a context of increasing urbanization can 
offer lessons about how to approach this crucial 
issue in the 21st century. 

The United Nations Human Settlements 
Programme (UN-HABITAT) and other 
multilateral organizations have focused on the 
necessity to redouble efforts at local, national, 
and international levels to provide decent and 
affordable shelter for all. Recognition has grown 
that the pursuit of comprehensive housing 
goals demands comprehensive responses that 
go beyond the concerns and devices of any one 
particular sector. This applies equally to three of 
the main shelter trends of this era: addressing 
inferior living conditions and poor housing 
quality across the region, eliminating housing 
categorized as slums and preventing its future 
appearance, and encouraging the development 
of market-based approaches to the creation of 
affordable, quality shelter opportunities. These 
trends will only result in providing housing for 
all citizens if they address issues of affordability 
and accessibility for low-income households. 

This study focuses on programs, policies, and 
strategies that have developed in response 
to these challenges; endeavouring to make 

housing and land more accessible, affordable, 
and adequate for households with limited 
resources. Since the variety of innovations in 
the housing and land sectors greatly eclipses 
the scope of this report, it selectively highlights 
programs and policies that are representative 
of larger movements and promising in their 
numerical results and scale. These movements 
are representative of the multiple actors involved 
in housing responses – NGOs, residents, 
community organizations, financial institutions 
and governments – and emblematic of the wide 
range of housing responses that can be found in 
the region. The majority of the material has been 
gathered through secondary sources, including 
government documents, policy papers, academic 
analyses, and program evaluations, augmented in 
a few instances by the author’s interviews with 
practitioners. 

Improvements can be seen in a number of 
areas, but crucial issues remain on the road to 
providing quality housing for all Latin American 
and Caribbean households. These include high 
land prices, general affordability concerns for 
households, evolving but nevertheless pervasive 
informal land acquisition strategies, and still 
alarming numbers of households who live in 
substandard conditions or simply cannot access 
a home of their own. 

Latin America has been the source of a 
multiplicity of responses to housing and land 
issues over the last several decades. When we look 
at recent innovations, we see that the region has 
continued to utilize tactics from the past, in some 
cases resulting in success and in others repeated 
mistakes. It has also exhibited a willingness to 
change course and adjust approaches that were 
productive but imperfect, as in the recent case of 
Chile’s reinvention of its subsidy system. Actors 
like Mexico and Brazil, among others,   have 
taken on challenges that bridge sectors and 
acknowledge the primacy of addressing the needs 
of lower-income groups. Brazil has embraced 
tactics – such as direct funding of community 
groups – that were born out of popular 
movements and could have impressive results in 
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