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Introduction

Over half of the world’s population lives in urban areas - and with such densely populated urban

areas, also comes the existence of slums. Slums have increased globally due to rapid urbanization,

especially in developing countries. They are most notably characterized by poor living conditions.

Especially when rapid urbanization occurs within weak economic conditions, it can create great pressure

on the housing, public services, and utilities of an urban area. Basic facilities, such as water, sanitation,

and health services amongst others, are inaccurate in slums. Poor management of public services,

corruption, inefficiency, and particularly population growth have contributed to making the situation

worse. Furthermore, many slum dwellers reside there out of necessity and not choice, meaning that

improving their current living conditions is vital.

Urban-development experts believe that NGOs can help improve the lives of slum dwellers

through community organizations and mobilization. NGO programmes in slums are typically

concentrated on areas such as health, sanitation, education, and credit. NGOs, however, have not been

able to single-handedly eradicate all the poor living conditions in slums. This is still an ongoing and

present issue, which needs to be addressed for the betterment of our rapidly-urbanizing and

mostly-urban world.

Definition of Key Terms

Non-governmental organization (NGO)

A non-governmental organization (NGO) is a body that operates independently from any

government. They are typically non-profit and work towards addressing a social or political issue.

These organizations can be financed through private donations, international organizations,

governments, or some combination of these. Examples of NGOs include Amnesty International, the

International Federation of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, the World Wildlife Fund, and

Greenpeace amongst many others.
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Intergovernmental organization (IGO)

An intergovernmental organization is “an entity created by treaty, involving two or more nations, to

work in good faith, on issues of common interest” (Harvard Law School). These organizations are

formed by multiple nations agreeing to work together towards a common goal. Consequently, IGOs

will have the support of its members, including financial and political support. The UN is the largest

IGO in the world. Other examples of IGOs include the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)

and the European Union (EU).

Urban

Urban refers to something related to or characteristic of a city or town. This typically includes having

a densely populated area and a built-up infrastructure. Urban is the opposite of rural.

Rural

Rural refers to something related to or characteristic of the countryside - or, more generally,

geographical areas that are not larger cities or towns. Rural is the opposite of urban. For example,

while cities will have high population densities, rural areas typically will not.

Slum

A slum is a highly populated urban residential area that consists of densely packed housing units.

They are typically characterized by having poor infrastructure, including incomplete and deteriorating

structures, and are typically inhabited by impoverished people. Slums also typically are defined by

poor living conditions. UN-Habitat defines a slum household as “a group of individuals living under

the same roof in an urban area who lack one or more of the following: 1) Durable housing of a

permanent nature that protects against extreme climate conditions, 2) Sufficient living space which

means not more than three people sharing the same room, 3) Easy access to safe water in sufficient

amounts at an affordable price, 4) Access to adequate sanitation in the form of a private or public

toilet shared by a reasonable number of people, 5) Security of tenure that prevents forced evictions”

(Slums: Some Definitions - UN-Habitat).

Urbanization

Urbanization refers to the process in which areas become urbanized. Specifically, a process in which

there is a population shift from rural to urban areas, with the population in urban areas increasing.

Large numbers of people will become concentrated in relatively small areas, thus forming urban

areas such as cities.
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Background Information

The poor living conditions of slum dwellers have been a pressing global issue for many years. To

address this question sufficiently, it is first important to recognize how and why slums have developed.

Subsequently, the role of NGOs in improving the lives of slum dwellers will be addressed. This will be

separated into two major sections: 1) the role of NGOs in the education and employment of people in

slums; 2) the role of NGOs in the housing, sanitation, and health of people in slums.

Why slums develop

Slums have been a part of cities and other urban areas throughout history. Especially in the

early years of urbanization and industrialization, city populations boomed, thus leading to the creation of

many slums. Slums tend to be one of the few settlements in cities that are accessible, both financially

and geographically, to impoverished peoples, as there is high competition for land and profit in cities.

The two main reasons for slum development are population growth and governance.

Population Growth

As countries are rapidly urbanizing and having large populations migrate from rural to urban

areas, natural population growth occurs. Over half of the world’s population currently resides

in urban areas and more than 90% of this urban growth takes place in developing countries.

Urban migration can occur for many reasons, including natural pushing forces of migration,

low incomes from agriculture, better job prospects, city benefits, and survival.

One reason urban migration occurs is natural pushing forces of migration. Some people are

forced to migrate due to nature-related factors such as sustained ecological changes and

natural disasters. If these events occur in rural areas, it can push people to migrate from rural

to urban areas, especially considering some of the prospects of cities.

Another reason urban migration occurs is the low incomes from agriculture. Many rural

populations sustain themselves on the agricultural sector, which is highly dependent on

weather. Rural land can be limited and its fertility may not be high. Furthermore, farm debts

can be high and many households could become landless. Consequently, incomes in rural

areas can be quite low, especially in comparison to city incomes.

Furthermore, urban migration also occurs due to better job prospects in cities. Urban areas

typically offer significantly better and a larger number of job opportunities than rural areas.

Furthermore, since urban cultures are typically less constrained than rural ones, this can lead

to more possibilities for upwards social mobility.

Research Report | Page 3 of 14
The Hague International Model United Nations 2022| 24th January 2022 – 28th January 2022



The Hague International Model United Nations ONLINE 2022| 24th January 2022 – 28th January 2022

Another reason urban migration occurs are city benefits. Cities can have many benefits that

tempt people to migrate to them, such as increased access to facilities, better healthcare,

better transport, and more communication opportunities.

Finally, another reason urban migration occurs is due to survival. Urban migration can

sometimes be a survival strategy for rural households. Specifically, they would like to diversify

and increase their sources of income to avoid being more vulnerable to economic downturns.

Governance

Slums can also develop due to poor governance. Governments can sometimes fail to

recognize the rights of the urban poor populations, and can sometimes fail to sufficiently

include them in their urban planning. Not only does this therefore contribute to the growth of

slums, it is also one of main reasons slums tend to form their own enclaves in the city

outskirts.

Furthermore, many countries are unable to respond to rapid urbanization sufficiently and

quickly enough. People are coming into the cities faster than the governments can plan for

them, thus also contributing to the poor living conditions in slums. These people typically have

to find their own living spaces before the government is able to account for them or is even

aware of their existence in these cities.

Another aspect of governance in relation to slums is the approach of governments to

urbanization. Some governments view urbanization in a hostile or poor light. They may believe

that providing better living conditions and services to the poorer urban populations will

incentivize people to come to cities and cause slums to grow even more. This view may not be

entirely accurate as better services are not always the main or only reason people migrate to

slums. Other governments may have a passive approach to urbanization. This means they

either may not have the right planning tools to deal with rapid urbanization, or the resources to

effectively support the growth of urban areas.

Role of NGOs in the education and employment of people in slums

Since most slum dwellers live in poverty, attaining education and employment are challenges for

them, even though they would drastically improve their lives. Access to education is challenging for

slum-dwelling children as they may lack the resources to effectively participate in or even attend a

school; since education typically can lead to better job prospects and employment opportunities, the

lack of it for most slum dwellers can result in cycles of generational poverty. Finding employment is also

a struggle for slum dwellers as they face significant barriers, such as unsupportive municipal
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environments and insufficient access to resources and skills that could help promote their growth.

NGOs have recognized the importance of these two factors in improving the lives of people living in

slums, and thus there are many NGOs helping in these sectors, and working towards improving them.

This is primarily since the long-term positive effects of improving these two sectors are quite apparent,

and can help break the cycle of poverty.

Education

Many NGOs work in the educational sector to improve the lives of people living in slums, as

they believe that “the best way to develop human resource[s] is through appropriate

education” (Mutisya). NGOs do this through helping provide the basic education for children.

While this can include conducting their own education activities for children, NGOs typically

aim to focus on helping increase access to and ability to participate in school for people living

in slums. For example, they work towards increasing enrollment and retention in primary

schools through helping develop “expanded pre-school education, special attention for

first-generation learners, especially in the first three grades, remedial classes and bridge

courses for over-age entrants to schools” (Jagannathan). Furthermore, by also aiming to

tackle shortcomings in states’ current schooling systems, NGOs are seen to “play a strong

role in assisting the state to complement the public education system and to improve its

effectiveness” (Jagannathan).

Employment

Employment, and specifically the lack of formal employment, is one of the main reasons that

poverty is rampant throughout slum dweller populations. Many slum dwellers are engaged in

informal employment, meaning a job lacking in basic social and legal protections or

employment benefits, that therefore perpetuates poverty in these populations. Slum

businesses also typically experience lower profits, thus lowering the incomes of people living

in slums. Furthermore, certain slum-dwelling populations are affected disproportionately by

these issues, particularly women and the youth. It can therefore be seen how much

employment has an impact on the lives of people living in slums.

Recognizing the importance of employment in the lives of slum dwellers, this is a sector that

many NGOs strive to improve. Specifically, NGOs “often undertake initiatives that circumvent

government bureaucracy, directly working with slum‐based workers and enterprises to

improve economic outcomes” (Constrained Opportunities in Slum Economies). They also try

to influence government policies and their investment decisions so that they can benefit slum

economies - however these changes may be quite limited due to limitations from local and

national governments. NGOs also help in collecting data on slum dwelling populations and
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their economies, which is useful for better understanding the needs of slum dwellers and

planning on how to meet them.

Role of NGOs in the housing, sanitation, and health of people in slums

While some NGOs work towards improving the housing, sanitation, and health of people in

slums, this is typically limited. NGOs struggle to focus specifically on these issues, and can even

sometimes be hesitant to work on these issues due to governmental regulations on these areas.

However, when these issues are addressed, and successful solutions have been found, they have been

seen to have incredibly great positive impacts on improving the lives of people in slums. This is

because housing, sanitation, and health are some of the greatest challenges slum dwellers face,

particularly housing, and when one of these areas is improved, it results in substantial improvements in

living conditions in many other ways.

Housing

NGOs are typically hesitant to work towards better housing, due to the typically strict

government regulations and controls on urban land and land distribution systems. Housing

consists of both the living structures slum dwellers live in, as well as the land on which they

live. While NGOs are keen to help slum dwellers with supporting activities, such as savings

and credit, they do not focus as heavily on housing, which is one of the largest problems slum

dwellers face. This is typically because slum dwellers are poor, thus not owning the land on

which they live. Since they do not own their land, NGOs cannot improve their housing

conditions without going through strict government controls. Especially in urban areas, “the

informal economy basically provides housing facilities to low-income people” (Habib). It is

clear that NGOs, despite their attempts to improve the lives of slum dwellers, are typically not

targeting one of the largest problems in the lives of slum dwellers: housing.

In some cases, NGOs are successful in helping slum dwellers improve their housing

conditions. This is typically done through extensive work with local and regional governments,

thus allowing NGOs to help slum dwellers without violating any governmental regulations.

Land access can especially be a large part of this. When NGOs have successfully helped

slum dwellers acquire the legal rights to the land on which they live, this immensely improved

the lives of the slum dwellers as it helped develop a true sense of security in the slum dwellers

that they wouldn’t be evicted from their homes.

Sanitation and water access

While few NGOs are also working towards establishing easy and legal water supplies for slum

communities, when these are completed successfully, the positive impacts are numerous.
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Similar to housing, the greatest challenge NGOs face in relation to providing sanitation and

water-access to slum communities is governmental restrictions. Despite this, some NGOs

have been able to work as mediators to improve water supplies in slum settlements. This

allows them to work in collaboration with city authorities to provide better sanitation services to

slum communities.

When NGOs help mediate to organize slum dwellers, better sanitation services can be

acquired. Slum communities themselves can help in securing water supplies and can help

gain improved sanitation services at low costs. Typically, “the supply, operation, maintenance,

and collection of bills are all managed by trained groups of slum dwellers”, thus allowing slum

dwellers to gain skills along with better access to sanitation (Habib). Not only are government

revenues increased by this, but the poor then have a smaller scope for illegal connections,

also making them better at paying taxes and charges. This means that the lives of slum

dwellers are improved by not only gaining increased sanitation services, but also better living

conditions through engaging in less illegal activity and abiding by governmental regulations

more. Therefore, the positive impacts of increased sanitation in slum communities extends not

only to the lives of the people in slums, but also to the state as a whole.

Health

Health is a large concern for slum dwellers, yet few NGOs focus solely on providing access to

and improving the healthcare of slum dwellers. While there are NGOs that do contribute

towards the health of slum dwellers, it is typically seen that the “NGO response in this sector is

not commensurate with the needs and problems of slum dwellers” (Habib). This is typically

because most NGOs are funded by foregin donors, meaning that NGO health programmes

are highly dependent on and dictated by the designs and guidelines provided to them by their

donors. Being foreign donors, the guidelines that donors impose may fail to consider the

socio-cultural conditions of slum dwellers, as well as people’s perceptions of them, since the

donors are relatively detached from the slum dwellers themselves. Not only does this mean

the health programmes themselves may not be truly sufficient, but it can also prove to be an

obstacle in the effective implementation of health-related activities for slum dwellers.

Therefore, although NGOs attempt to help the health of slum dwellers, they aren’t often able

to do this very successfully due to a detachment between the needs of the slum dwellers, and

what the NGOs are able to provide them.

Research Report | Page 7 of 14
The Hague International Model United Nations 2022| 24th January 2022 – 28th January 2022



The Hague International Model United Nations ONLINE 2022| 24th January 2022 – 28th January 2022

Major Countries and Organizations Involved

UN-Habitat

UN-Habitat, also known as the United Nations Human Settlement Programme, was established

in 1978 as a result of the first United Nations Conference on Human Settlements and Sustainable Urban

Development held in Vancouver, Canada. The organization works in over 90 countries “to promote

transformative change in cities and human settlements through knowledge, policy advice, technical

assistance and collaborative action” (“About Us: UN-Habitat”). They have also made progress

specifically in improving the lives of people in slums, through projects such as their Participatory Slum

Upgrading Programme.

UNDP

UNDP, also known as the United Nations Development Programme, was established in 1965 by

the General Assembly of the United Nations. Their mission is to “end poverty, build democratic

governance, rule of law, and inclusive institutions” (“About Us: United Nations Development

Programme”). Working in over 170 countries and territories, they work towards eradicating poverty,

reducing inequalities, advocating change, and trying to help people build better lives.

Global Communities

Global communities is an international NGO that works towards creating “long-lasting, positive

and community-led change that improves the lives and livelihoods of vulnerable people across the

globe” through building “the capacity of communities to direct the development of their own lives and

livelihoods” (“About Us” Global Communities). Much of their work directly focuses on slums and

improving the lives of people living in slums.

Slum Dwellers International

Slum Dwellers International is an international NGO working specifically towards bettering the

lives of people in slums. They help “create a global voice of the urban poor, engaging international

agencies and operating on the international stage in order to support and advance local struggles”

(“About Us” Slum Dwellers International). They operate in 31 different countries across Africa, Asia, and

Latin America.

Habitat for Humanity
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Habitat for Humanity is an NGO working specifically towards improving the housing conditions of

people in poverty, including those in slums. They work to “empower people in the world’s poorest

communities to overcome the chronic lack of decent housing” (“About Habitat for Humanity”).

South Sudan

South Sudan is a landlocked country in North Africa, and is estimated to have the largest

percentage of their urban population living in slums. It is estimated that 96% of South Sudan’s urban

population lives in slums.

Pakistan

Pakistan is a country in Asia and is known to home the largest slum in the world. This slum is

located in Orangi Town, Karachi, and is estimated to have a population over 2.4 million people. This

slum is also notable in that after giving up hope that the government would improve their sanitation, the

residents installed sewers in the slum themselves. Presently, “more than 90% of Orangi Town’s nearly

8,000 streets and lanes have sewerage pipes” (Hutt).

Mexico

Mexico is a country located in North America and contains the second largest slum in the world.

This slum is Ciudad Neza in Mexico City, where approximately 1.2 million people live. This slum is

notable due to the “residents' efforts to build a community and deliver public services”, making it now

more a suburb than a proper slum (Hutt).

India

India is a country located in Asia and has the third largest slum in the world. This slum is Dharavi

in Mumbai, and is estimated to have a population over a million people. Thousands of small businesses

thrive in this slum, and “the slum has an informal economy with an estimated $1 billion annual turnover”

(Hutt).

Timeline of Events

Date Event

1976 - May-June Habitat I, United Nations Conference on Human Settlements and Sustainable
Urban Development. Governments discussed the consequences of rapid
urbanization, ultimately resulting in the Vancouver Declaration on Human
Settlements.
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1978 Creation of UN-Habitat. As a result of the Habitat I conference, UN-Habitat was
created specifically to address the issue raised in that conference.

1996 - June Habitat II, United Nations Conference on Human Settlements and
Sustainable Urban Development. The Vancouver Commitments were
reconfirmed at this conference. The Istanbul Declaration on Human Settlements
and Habitat Agenda was also adopted.

2001 - June UN General Assembly Special Session. The UN General Assembly convened a
special session to focus on “the overall review and assessment of the
implementation of the Habitat Agenda around the world” (“Conferences | Habitat”).

2001 Creation of the World Urban Forum. The UN created the World Urban Forum in
2001 “to address rapid urbanization and its impact on communities, cities,
economies, climate change and policies” (“Conferences | Habitat”). It is convened
by UN-Habitat.

2016 - October Habitat III, United Nations Conference on Human Settlements and
Sustainable Urban Development. The third Habitat conference convened in
Quito, Ecuador, resulting in the Quito Declaration on Sustainable Cities and
Human Settlements for All.

Relevant UN Treaties and Events
● Habitat I, United Nations Conference on Human Settlements, 31 May-11 June 1976
● Vancouver Declaration from Report of Habitat: United Nations Conference on Human

Settlements, June 1976 (A/CONF.70/15)
● Habitat II, United Nations Conference on Human Settlements, 3-14 June 1996
● Istanbul Declaration on Human Settlements and Habitat Agenda from Report of the United

Nations Conference on Human Settlements (Habitat II), 7 August 1996 (A/CONF.165/14)
● UN General Assembly Special Session on the implementation of the Habitat Agenda, June 2001
● Habitat III, United Nations Conference on Human Settlements and Sustainable Urban

Development, 17-20 October 2016
● Quito Declaration on Sustainable Cities and Human Settlements, 25 January 2017

(A/RES/71/256)

Previous Attempts to solve the Issue

Some of the main previous attempts to solve this issue came from the United Nations,

specifically through their series of Habitat conferences, and the resultant bodies/resolutions that

came from them. There have been 3 of these conferences, as well as one special General

Assembly meeting discussing the implementation of the Habitat conference resolutions.

Habitat I took place in 1976 in Vancouver, Canada, because governments were beginning

to recognize “the need for sustainable human settlements and the consequences of rapid

urbanisation, especially in the developing world” (“Conferences | Habitat”). Thus, member states

convened in the UN General Assembly to discuss the issue in more detail. This resulted in the
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Vancouver Declaration on Human Settlements. This declaration was notable in that it provided the

first definition of “adequate shelter”, as well as giving countries recommendations on how to best

achieve it.

The Habitat I conference also resulted in the creation of UN-Habitat, an organization

specifically targeted towards solving the issues raised in this conference. It is still currently active,

and working towards improving the lives of people in slums, particularly through their Participatory

Slum Upgrading Programme which was launched in 2008. 5 million slum dwellers worldwide

benefit from this programme, and over 800,000 have been helped with improved tenure security

through this programme. Additionally, UN-Habitat has helped 190 cities in 40 countries in

Sub-Saharan Africa, the Caribbean and the Pacific regions to invest in “strategic, participatory

slum upgrading activities and sustainable urbanization” (“Slum Upgrading: UN-Habitat”).

Habitat II took place in Istanbul, Turkey in 1996. The Vancouver Commitments outlined in

the Habitat I conference were reconfirmed at this conference taking place in Istanbul, Turkey. At

the conference, member states adopted the Istanbul Declaration on Human Settlements and

Habitat Agenda. This outlined “a global plan of action for adequate shelter for all, with the idea of

sustainable human settlements driving development in an urbanising world” (“Conferences |

Habitat”).

In 2016, Habitat III took place in Quito, Ecuador. This conference continued discussing

similar issues to the previous Habitat conferences, as well as discussing the progression of these

issues since the last conference. Habitat III resulted in member states adopting the Quito

Declaration on Sustainable Cities and Human Settlements for All. This conference brought

together local and regional authorities, as well as national officials, to discuss this issue and how to

most effectively implement solutions. The Quito Declaration led to member states “adopting a new

framework that will set the world on a course towards sustainable urban development by rethinking

how cities are planned, managed and inhabited” (Harvard Law School).

Possible Solutions

There are many possible solutions to helping improve the lives of people living in slums, as

well as the effectiveness of the NGOs aiming to solve these issues. General solutions include

fostering stronger relationships between NGOs and national governments as well as collecting

more data on slum communities to better understand them. These solutions, as well as others, are

broken down further in relation to the two specific subtopics below.

Solutions relating to the role of NGOs in the education and employment of people in slums

A key solution to improving the effectiveness of NGO programmes that aim to better the lives of
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slum dwellers is to encourage member states to increase cooperation between governments and

NGOs. This should specifically be done on a national level, and both the education and employment

sectors are heavily managed on a national level. Cooperation between states and NGOs can be

increased through various means; one example would be the creation of specialized governmental

committees that specifically work with NGOs. Increased cooperation would also allow NGOs to more

easily push for policies that benefit slum dwellers on a national level, thus making their initiatives more

effective and overall improving the lives of people who live in slums.

Solutions relating to the role of NGOs in the housing, sanitation, and health of people in slums

It is clear that particularly in relation to housing, sanitation, and health, one of the greatest

challenges NGOs face in supporting slum dwellers is navigating the legal aspects of their programmes.

One solution to this to make NGO programmes more effective is to encourage member states and

specifically their local governments to more actively work in collaboration with NGOs to help slum

dwellers. It is seen that NGOs are effective at helping mediate people living in slums, while local and

regional authorities would be effective in helping navigate the legalities of their respective initiatives. For

example, support from local authorities could help NGOs secure permanent land for people living in

slums, thus making them feel more secure in their housing, and granting them the legal ability to build

new, improved infrastructures on that land for slum dwellers. Therefore, with increased support from

local authorities, not only can the current programmes of NGOs be strengthened, but this can also

provide them with more freedom and opportunities to create long-lasting, permanent solutions for slum

dwellers.

Another key issue in these sectors, especially relating to health, is that some NGOs do not have

a full or real understanding on the specific needs of slum communities, thus relating in programmes that

may not truly help people living in slums. Possible solutions to this could include increased surveys of

slum communities to gather more information on them and to identify key areas needed for

improvement. Opportunities could also be created to increase and facilitate dialogue between the actual

people living in slums with the NGOs, so that they may be able to more easily and clearly voice their

needs and be empowered to help their own communities. Furthermore, NGOs could also work towards

tailoring programmes to make them as specific as possible for individual slum communities, as opposed

to trying to implement more generalized programmes in multiple different slum communities with

varying different needs and concerns.
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