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2.2. Missed opportunities in informal settlement upgrading
Presently, most developing world governments have diverted their action from clearance to in
situ upgrading of informal settlements (Minnery et al., 2013). This shift is associated with
eradicating urban poverty (CURE, 2005). Since the informal settlements are playing a crucial
role in shaping the urban economy, especially that of the urban informal sectors (Pamuk &
Cavallieri, 1998). However, in terms of upgrading the physical conditions of informal
settlements, some opportunities went under-considered.

Financing remains a fundamental limitation in upgrading. Financial institutions are typically
limited to provide loans for projects that have the potential to generate profit. Private developers,
on the other hand, are also interested in constructing profitable projects. It is evident that in a
market economy, needs are fulfilled according to financial ability, not according to urgency
(Turner, 1972). The gap between payment and income ratio turn out to be a burden for the
poorer. Therefore, they became invisible to this housing finance process (Turner, 1972). The
Government of Bangladesh has a separate house-building finance corporation and an allocation
for low-income housing in the national budget (UN, 2016). Most of such budget is spent on the
infrastructural sector rather than need-based priorities (Harris & Arku, 20006).

Housing support services, combined with access to housing finance, can provide households
with necessary technical and financial information and resources. These are of two types:
non-construction and construction. Non-construction support services enable households and
communities to access infrastructure and services — a preconstruction phase of incremental
development (Bah et al., 2018). Moreover, this incremental process of upgrading requires a long
time to be implemented as a policy. In the case of developing countries, political instability does
not allow to implement long-term policies. They often get disrupted during the middle of the
project when the political Government changes.

In Bangladesh, UNDP's recently completed housing upgrading works (called UPPR — Urban
Partnership for Poverty Reduction) identifies several key elements that made upgrading
sustainable (Mostafa, 2015). These have been: tenure security; households' active participation
in need/priority assessment; designing and construction of houses; households' reuse of previous
building materials to compensate for insufficient budget; need-driven efficient and simple
design solution of buildings; building layouts that benefit income generation, and creation of
seed funds like CHDF (usually under community's ownership). However, this project did not
adequately been aligned with the Government's policies, especially at regional and national
levels. Not enough was done to engage and influence national policies.

Studies on low-income housing have historically overlooked the role of housing in income
generation (Sheng, 1989). Yet, home-based enterprises (HBE) are a critical means of livelihood
for a large proportion of the households in these settlements, and any upgrading intervention has
the potential to affect their viability. As the prospect of formal employment continues to
diminish in many cities, the use of the home as a place for production as well as reproduction
rises in importance. Mainly, homes in these settlements are often used for a wide range of
income-generating activities such as the running of kiosks and taverns, room renting, food
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poor families have always been overlooked and left unselected. Salma, a dweller from Montu
Colony and a single mother with two children wondered,

"What's the use of all these surveys and listings? I have nobody to look after me. [ have the worst
condition in this settlement but I am still not listed (for aid). Ultimately, the people who have
more will get more. We are not of importance to the leader; so, no aid would reach us".

For having the lowest socio-economic status even within this poor community and without any
command and control over their decisions, the poorest among the poor are the worst vulnerable
(single mother, physically challenged, elderly having a single source of income) and usually
suffer the most. The elderly widowed woman named Ayesha from Kashipur Bastee often lives
from the sympathy of her neighbors. All of these neighbors, who are also very poor themselves,
feed her a meal or two every other day to save her from starving. Ayesha does not have any other
earning member in her family and lives on her own. She tells us,

"l don't avail any government grants or any support (e.g. from social safety net); all [ need at this
age is a source to feed myself at least..."

Above instances show that there is a grave need of focusing on the household level to support
the extreme poor. During interviews, as we came to learn about their exclusion, we got curious
whether at all they would like to upgrade their houses and what would be its preferred extent?
Respondents replied that they cared less about their dwellings rather more about their
income/livelihood chances. Indeed, toilets, drains and tube wells were necessary, but for the
extreme poor, a regular income and availability of job and food were even more important than
what the NGOs, Donors and KCC thought. The conventional indicators used by external
organizations did not help identify what (and whether) the poorest among these peoples' actual
dwelling-level needs were. The livelihood dimensions of the poorest people, with no regular
income and earning member, lack of personal property and savings, income-expenditure gap,
un(or under)used human capital and potentials of household spaces were often grossly missed
while preparing the priority lists for housing upgrading externally. Often those who are more
connected, influential and had more power, suppressed their voices.

For the poorest dwellers, non-housing expenditure always proves more important for sustaining
life; hence it is prioritized compared to housing expenditure. About 90% of their little income is
spent on catering for non-housing needs. Therefore, they are typically left with almost nothing
to spend on the dwelling unit. Here the priority of these poorest families is a secured and stable
income source. Without this, a house or housing expenses is burdensome. This does not allow
them to save anything as well. It is due to this the extreme poor family does not risk-taking
credit/borrowing and upgrade their house. This is further compounded by their lack of
permanent or secure tenure. Without tenure, most dwellers are not even considered for any credit
from the public nor the NGOs. Interview with local NUPRP officials revealed that there are still
no criteria in place to figure out how and for what purpose the poorest amongst the informal
settlement dwellers will be able to avail the loan and pay it back. Elsewhere in Khulna, BRAC's
(2020) ongoing dwelling improvement projects in informal settlements show that dwelling
improvement credit is made available to people only who are capable of paying back the
monthly instalments.
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Despite all houses in this settlement had their holding numbers put, and got electricity
connections with a meter, these little hints of formality could not warrant land tenure security.
The key weakness in tenure negotiation was the complexity of land for being the government
property and also the weakness of dwellers to convince the Government. Dwellers feel that
without tenure security, they do not have much chance to avail civic facilities and improve their
present economic condition. Therefore, tenure security appears to be an essential precondition
for identifying dwelling level priorities.

4.3.2. Prolonged exposure to natural disasters

A severe lack of utility and service infrastructure made the spatial environment nearly unlivable
and prone to waterlogging and chronic waterborne diseases. Especially in rainy seasons, these
people suffer from waterlogging. Despite a drain provided by UNDP, waterlogging persists as
household wastes are disposed of there. About 85% of the houses here have katcha/mud plinth,
and Katcha houses are usually the most severely affected during rainy seasons by being inundated
and washed out for a long time. Hence, all these houses require more significant maintenance and
yearly investments. Although NGOs and donors have carried out various sectoral upgrading
works at the settlement-level, problems of seasonal waterlogging persist. This prolonged and
unresolved waterlogged situation and associated maintenance cost also discourage them from
upgrading their houses, although they feel there is a serious need of upgrading at least the
building plinth. Almost 95% of households — both tenants and owners, could afford to spend very
little in maintenance and that is not more than 10%-15% of their income.

4.3.3. High renter-owner ratio

Most families here are long-term renters. At Montu Colony, the renter to owner ratio is 70:30,
while it is around 75:25 at Kashipur Bastee. Due to cheap rent (ranging from 6 to 8 BDT/sqft)
and workplace proximity, these people prefer living here despite all its infrastructural
deficiencies. Among these a few can afford to live elsewhere (even as tenants). Therefore, the
renters here, who are also the majority, are naturally reluctant about eviction, and they depend
on their so-called landlords for repairing/maintaining the houses. Moreover, even if many have
been living in these settlements for almost 50 years, they still consider themselves as renters —
who are just about content to be able to stay here at such a low cost without raising their voice
in issues otherwise. For one-tenth owners, renting out rooms is the only income source.
However, renting out in such cheap rate does not allow them to save adequately and hence invest
in housing improvement or afford a loan for that.

4.3.4. Absence of non-monetary livelihood dimensions

Different livelihood aspects (especially the social and economic dimensions) are rarely
considered in need assessment and prioritizing physical upgrading for the poorest. Various
NGOs provide infrastructures as part of overall housing/settlement upgrading scheme; after
which, they just leave. There is not much history of investment can be found in provisioning
community-level gathering spaces or upgrading children's play areas. For example, the dwellers
of Kashipur Bastee complained that no funding was ever channelized to improve neighborhood
or community spaces where they could gather and spend time together, which may also be used
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drainage, road construction, and schools and community facilities. Furthermore, all these have
improved certain aspects of people's livelihood indirectly and also the overall environmental
quality. However, none of these could resolve problems at the dwelling/household-level, and
especially in areas of these poor dwellers' income and livelihoods — making dwelling
investment/borrowing impossible for them and leaving dwelling units at a dismal status. No
actual intervention prioritized the dwelling unit with the goal to improving extreme poor's
livelihoods. Key constraints associated with this were the lack of tenure security making the
donors and NGOs uninterested, chronic exposure to natural hazards making investments risky,
high renter-owner ratio with non-investing renters, donors and NGOs not making investments in
non-monetary livelihood dimensions, and missing HBE components in overall housing credit
schemes. Issues regarding beneficiary selection, appreciation of poorest peoples' capacities and
practices, prioritizing non-housing needs, absence of incremental upgrading schemes and
housing not being considered as crucial livelihood instrument also compounded the matter.

Indeed, non-dwelling infrastructure plays a role in upgrading. However, to what extent does it
contribute to upgrading peoples' livelihoods directly and undertake their priority needs? The
infrastructure projects have widely been adopted at the settlement level, but their success in
securing one's income and sustaining livelihoods was seldom measured. Acute poverty still
prevails in these settlements despite these infrastructures being provided for many decades.
Also, no particular housing finance scheme, maybe subsidized or supported by Government, for
these extreme poor communities was reported, although UNDP informed about a forthcoming
one. Therefore, we are skeptical that a homogenous scheme, which does not differentiate
between poor and extreme poor's needs, priorities and capabilities, will not be able to reduce
poverty. World Bank's idea of 'bankable' slums hence becomes questionable as it shows its
inclination to neoliberal and market-driven principles, resembling the Anglo-American model
that is based on state withdrawal and privatization simultaneously. It is precisely at this juncture
that the poorest people's everyday needs are overshadowed by the speculative schemes of large
infrastructure projects — often decided by artificial or donor-defined needs. What, then, will be
the use of surplus or unnecessary infrastructure or other non-housing schemes, when a mere
heightening/stabilization of the plinth is adequate for sustaining livelihoods?

We feel that physical upgrading priorities especially for the extreme poor, should hence be set in
two fronts, which are more shared than exclusive of each other. Priority one: a continuation of
UPPR's partnership approach should be supplemented by subsidies and extended more into
housing/dwelling levels. For the most vulnerable and the poorest, social safety nets should also
be provisioned simultaneously. Priority two: livelihood dimensions must be mainstreamed and
integrated with all housing and non-housing upgrading initiatives.
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