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solving the housing problems for their people at all levels. 
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provision of adequate housing, infrastructure, 
education, health, safety, and basic services.

The Global Urban Economic Dialogue series 
presented here is a platform for all sectors 
of the society to address urban economic 
development and particularly its contribution 
to addressing housing issues. This work carries 
many new ideas, solutions and innovative 
best practices from some of the world’s 
leading urban thinkers and practitioners 
from international organisations, national 
governments, local authorities, the private 
sector, and civil society.

This series also gives us an interesting 
insight and deeper understanding of the wide 
range of urban economic development and 
human settlements development issues. It will 
serve UN member States well in their quest 
for better policies and strategies to address 
increasing global challenges in these areas

 
Joan Clos 

Under-Secretary-General, United Nations, 
Executive Director, UN-HABITAT  

ForeWord 

Ur b a n i z a t i o n 
is one of the 
most powerful, 
irreversible forces 
in the world. It 
is estimated that 
93 percent of 
the future urban 
population growth 
will occur in the 
cities of Asia and 

Africa, and to a lesser extent, Latin America 
and the Caribbean. 

We live in a new urban era with most of 
humanity now living in towns and cities. 
Global poverty is moving into cities, mostly in 
developing countries, in a process we call the 
urbanisation of poverty.

The world’s slums are growing and growing 
as are the global urban populations. Indeed, 
this is one of the greatest challenges we face in 
the new millennium.

The persistent problems of poverty and 
slums are in large part due to weak urban 
economies. Urban economic development is 
fundamental to UN-HABITAT’s  mandate. 
Cities act as engines of national economic 
development. Strong urban economies 
are essential for poverty reduction and the 
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part i 
INTRODUCTION

CHaPter 1: introDuction

Extensive research on housing markets and 
prices has been conducted around the world 
but most of these studies focus on a particular 
housing market. In contrast, comparative 
housing research are fewer and far in between. 
In addition, the comparative studies that are 
carried out tend to be based on developed 
housing markets in Western countries.

Comparative housing research has been 
recognized as a means to understand the 
nature and dynamics of housing systems. 
The broad patterns of social and economic 
changes, government policies and institutional 
structuring could be differentiated through 
juxtaposing of developments in countries with 
similar backgrounds. In addition, comparative 
research also helps to identify the significant 
factors driving the changes and differences 
in housing markets. Moreover, policy ideas 
could be gleaned from such international 
comparative perspectives (Ball, et al., 1988; 
Doling, 1997). However, as housing markets 
tend to differ across countries, cross-national 
comparisons could suffer from confounding 
effects of cultural and attitudinal disparity. 
Hence, the choice of countries for comparison 
should ensure that there are no large variations 
that could render the comparison meaningless, 
and yet remain sufficiently distinctive to 
feature policy and preference differences.

This research project aims to examine 
economic development and housing markets 
in Hong Kong and Singapore. These two 
cities have been selected for international 
comparison as the housing provisions in both 
cities are often regarded as successful models. 
The two cities have the largest public housing 
programs in the capitalist world, in terms of 
the proportion of population directly housed 
by the government. As Hong Kong and 
Singapore have attracted worldwide interests 
among researchers and policy makers, many 
studies have already been carried out on 
outlining their respective housing policies 
(for example, Yu, 1997; La Grange, 1999). 
Therefore, a comparative discussion of these 
two countries would provide additional 
insight into the similarities and differences of 
their housing systems.

Furthermore, Hong Kong and Singapore 
are very suitable for comparative research as 
they bear many similarities. First, they are 
both cities facing a severe scarcity of land, and 
as a result of which, high-rise high-density 
developments are the norm in their landscapes. 
The scarce land resources have caused both 
their market economies and housing markets 
to be greatly intervened in by the government. 
Even though the Singapore government is well 
known for its economic intervention while 
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