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This paper explores how the Zimbabwe 
Homeless People’s Federation has built a working 
partnership with the City of Harare that has led 
to more inclusive, pro-poor, urban development. 
It considers how precedent-setting initiatives 
around community-led settlement upgrading and 
innovative funding mechanisms for upgrading have 
not only leveraged practical gains, in the form of 
improved housing and basic service provision, but 
have also been instrumental in the strengthening 
of this collaborative partnership. ZHPF have also 
pursued city-wide profiling and an alternative 
incremental approach to development in order to 
achieve strategic gains such as pro-poor policy and 
legal reforms.
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The paper sets out the development of ZHPF from the 
late 1990s and the processes by which they galvanised 
their community-based organisations and savings 
groups through exchanges with SDI partners such 
as the South African Homeless People’s Federation. 
Through these interactions they also learnt that seeking 
to develop partnerships with local governments to 
persuade them to consider settlement upgrading 
could be more effective than demanding rights or 
protesting against evictions. In order to develop these 
partnerships, the communities must first convince local 
governments that they are more than squatters, and 
that they have the scope to participate in city planning 
and development processes. ZHPF began trying to 
convince local governments through pilot projects that 
were underpinned using local community savings. Pilot 
projects whereby local governments have provided 
resources in the form of land and finance have been 
instrumental in the development of relationships 
between local government and urban poor groups. 

In Zimbabwe, the unsettled political and economic 
climate of recent years has provided challenges 
and opportunities for the Federation. In Harare, the 
economic crisis period following 2000 paradoxically 
created an environment where the city council was open 
to new ideas, as their capacity to generate solutions 
was severely undermined. This paper documents one 
significant breakthrough in 2002, where the Federation 
of Harare was able to thwart a planned eviction and 
secure land for the urban poor by presenting community 
savings records and community enumerations.

The Federation in Zimbabwe has drawn on SDI 
procedures to create platforms by which urban poor 
groups can engage with local government, and 
community savings have been at the centre of this 
approach. The Federation’s gungano Fund, valued 
at US$1million in 2014, has been used for more than 
household loans; the Federation has been instrumental 
in convincing local governments that federations have 
the capacity to transform neighbourhoods and has been 
used to engage strategically with government at various 
levels. They have used savings to build resource centres 
that are models for household upgrading in settlement 
communities, and have often invited city officials to cut 
the ribbon to open the centres in order to showcase 
their approach and designs for slum upgrading. 
gestures such as these are useful in demonstrating 
the capacity of the communities, and can lead to 
communities being invited to engage with more formal 
city planning processes. In Harare this collaboration 
has broken new ground; the Federation are working 
with the local authority on the Harare Slum Upgrading 
Programme, which has been funded by the Bill and 
Melinda gates Foundation. This five-year programme 
is set up on the understanding that the Federation 
and local authority work in partnerships to undertake 
participatory profiling and incremental slum upgrading; 
it marks a significant shift away from the evictions of 
the past.

Summary
This paper is part of a collection of papers that considers 
how partnerships between local governments and urban 
poor groups can be used to underpin more inclusive, pro-
poor, urban development. It specifically examines the work 
of the Zimbabwe Homeless People’s Federation (ZHPF) in 
Harare, Zimbabwe. The Federation is one of 33 in the Shack/
slum Dwellers International (SDI) network. The findings, 
it is hoped, hold lessons for the work of organised urban 
poor communities and urban authorities throughout the 
global South.
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With the support of the ngo Dialogue on Shelter, 
the Federation have been working not only to improve 
access to housing and basic services, but also to 
reform policies that undermine the scope of the urban 
poor to be able to pursue community-led upgrading. 
over time, the Federation has been able to leverage 
and encourage significant pro-poor policy reforms. As 
a consequence of their lobbying, building regulations 
have been amended to be more accommodating of 
the upgrading approaches adopted by urban poor 
groups, while the alliance’s promotion of incremental 
slum upgrading as a more affordable and manageable 
approach to slum upgrading for urban poor groups has 
been captured in the national Housing Strategy as a 
pro-poor services delivery strategy. 
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1 
Introduction: Citizen 
engagement with the 
state at the local level
The genesis of community organising in Zimbabwe 
towns and cities can be traced to the early days of 
urbanisation as migrant labourers sought to recreate 
communities based to a large extend on their tribal 
links. Many of these early organisations were created 
to help with crises such as death or illnesses. Burial 
societies were a common feature of how migrant 
labourer communities in mining and administrative urban 
centres in Zimbabwe maintained contact with each 
other as well as attempting to build a community in a 
‘foreign’ land. In Harare in the early 1900s for instance, 
in the settlement of Mbare, people of Malawi origin 
created societies they called ‘chigwirizano’.1 These 
were open only to people of Malawi origin and descent 
and acted both as an organisation through which they 
socialised but more significantly, given the importance 
the community placed on a decent burial, as a burial 
society. Burial societies were very popular in the early 
Zimbabwe urban areas; it is also possible that the early 
colonial administrators did not perceive them as a threat 
and generally encouraged them. In the 1920s, with the 
emergence of political consciousness within the labour 
force, trade union mobilisation began. As well as being 
political, it was issues based. Unions organised to 
agitate for better employment conditions; citizens began 
to mobilise to address such issues as better wages and 
decent housing. 

At Independence (in 1980) the manner of citizen 
mobilisation within cities continued to be workplace-
based deriving from the trade union origins of 
organising. As most of the colonial influx control 
regulations were repealed, urban black residents could 
for the first time own land and housing within cities. 
Workplace cooperatives began to emerge whose 
objective was collective support in the acquisition of 
land and housing within cities. The first such groups 
emerged around the textile manufacturing industries 
in Bulawayo, the most successful of which was the 
Cotton Printers Cooperative established in 1984. The 
new majority government encouraged cooperatives as 
they were seen as a viable way to encourage citizen 
involvement in the development of the country. However, 
the interaction between housing cooperatives and local 
government was largely around land allocations. As 
the movement grew they began to organise amongst 
themselves, sharing experiences as well as creating 
a national movement that would champion and lobby 
government for the interest of the housing sector. An 
ngo, Housing People of Zimbabwe, established in 
1992, began to work with the housing cooperative 
movement, supporting the lobbying of central and local 
government on wider policy issues relating to housing 
for low-income people in the cities. 

1 Chigwirizano is a Chewa and Nyanja term that means coming together.
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2 
The Federation: 
Organising the poor in 
informal settlements
While the housing cooperative movement continued 
to mobilise the low-income populations, their 
organisational strategies as well as the legal 
requirements that governed their management limited 
their membership to people with regular incomes. Some 
cooperatives were community based but the majority 
continued to be based in the workplace. In the late 
1990s The Zimbabwe Homeless People’s Federation 
began targeting communities living in informal 
settlements and in the holding camps that had been 
established in the peri-urban areas of most Zimbabwe’s 
major towns and cities for families evicted from inner city 
‘squatter’ settlements (see Chitekwe-Biti, 2009). The 
first steps with this organisational form were the creation 
of community saving schemes through which families 
could save and also access small crisis loans. The 
practical issues that these saving schemes addressed 
enabled the ZHPF to begin to address other issues 
including beginning negotiations with government to 
curtail the cycle of evictions most of these communities 
had faced. The Federation’s approach to negotiations 
with the state during this early period was therefore 
to push first for recognition while at the same time 
presenting an alternative form of relationship between 
the state and communities in which the Federation 
was organising. Critical to this was to present the 
Federation as an organisation bringing together the 
urban poor to develop strategies to address their 
challenges and then seeking to engage the state with 
solutions rather than problems. Exchanges with other 

community organisations from countries such as South 
African Homeless People’s Federation largely shaped 
the strategies that the emerging ZHPF adopted. 
From the South African experience they learnt that a 
confrontational relationship with the state, in which 
the urban poor demanded ‘their rights’, did not often 
achieve much. A more subtle but persistent strategy 
was required if long-term gains where to be realised. 
This resonated with the experiences of the emerging 
leadership of the ZHPF who had experienced multiple 
evictions but whose demonstrations and sit-ins had 
equally achieved little over the years. 

In the early days the Federation’s strategy for gaining 
recognition was to invite local authority politicians and 
officials to events organised in the poor neighbourhood 
communities. Events ranged from house model 
exhibitions to presentations of enumeration results. Each 
one of these events was carefully managed, not only to 
make officials aware of conditions in each community 
but also to show them that the communities were well 
enough organised to have collated information about 
themselves (number of families, facilities available, 
savings, etc) and that they were capable of working 
with the city and prepared to do so. This was essential 
as there was often a general perception that ‘squatter’ 
citizens lived in places of squalor and unemployment 
and expected government to look after them entirely. 
In keeping with the patriachial nature of Zimbabwe 
society, politicians and officials in local authorities have 
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often had a tendency to assume they alone would bring 
solutions. It was therefore quite significant that these 
early engagements showed that the communities were 
capable of being contributing partners to the city. 

Local authority responses to these initial steps at 
engagement were positive but cautious. Most land 
allocations that were made were for just a few members 
in order to ‘test’ the Federation and their capacity 
to deliver. Smaller local authorities were often more 
receptive to the requests and proposals made by the 
Federation than larger towns and cities. In 1999 the 
Federation at its first annual conference had established 
a fund they called the gungano (gathering) Urban Poor 
Fund. The Fund was established because the urban 
poor were not able to access loans for land and housing 
construction. It was hoped that by bringing together 
the urban poor’s savings, they could in turn leverage 
financial resources from the state to augment the Fund’s 
resources. The request made to the Ministry of Local 
government was not successful. However the Fund was 
able to attract additional monies from northern non-
governmental organisations (ngos) such as Misereor 
and Homeless International. Added to the Federation 
membership’s own savings the gungano Urban Poor 
Fund became a significant bargaining tool with local 
authorises for land allocations. 
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3 
The potential in 
pilot projects
 The most significant breakthrough for the ZHPF came 
in 1999 when the Victoria Falls Town Council allocated 
the ZHPF’s Victoria Falls chapter 565 residential 
plots on a greenfield site after the Federation had 
demonstrated that a majority of Victoria Falls’ urban 
poor were living in backyards with no access to proper 
sanitation but nonetheless paying significant rentals to 
landlords. The Federation subsequently developed a 
layout plan and installed water and sewage on the site. 
With Dialogue on Shelter, they proposed setting up 
a tripartite committee with the Town Council to meet 
regularly to oversee the development. The tripartite 
committee was a strategic proposal that allowed 
the Victoria Falls Town Council to claim ownership 
of creating a different kind of relationship – joint 
ownership. And the project enabled the Federation to 
demonstrate to other local authorities that they could 
manage sizeable developments and it became a model 
that was used to bring lessons to other local authorities. 
In subsequent engagement with local authorities as 
well as land developments the Federation sought to 
establish other tripartite platforms around specific 
developmental issues.

With large urban centres like Bulawayo and Harare, 
the Federation struggled to develop relationships. It is 
probable that given the level of political interference 
in the affairs of the larger local authorities, officials are 
more cautious. In the period after 2000 the emergence 
of urban councils dominated by political parties in 
opposition to the national government has often 
resulted in political tensions that have had an impact 
on governance continuity as well as the priorities of 

the local authorities.2 The level of urban growth in 
these cities in the period since 1980 has also created 
challenges that are more complex within a context in 
which urban planning has always been very formal. In 
Harare the economic crisis in the period after 2000 has 
paradoxically created an environment in which the city 
became more open to new ideas as their capacity to 
generate solutions to the city’s varied problems became 
severely tested. The breakthrough in the relationship 
between the Federation and the City of Harare came 
at a time when the city was operating without elected 
councillors. A threat of evictions in Mbare in 2002 
led the Federation to approach the then Chair of the 
Commission that was running the city. They presented 
to her the records of savings made by groups in 
Mbare (one of the poorest inner city neighbourhoods) 
as well as information they had gathered in an earlier 
enumeration showing how crowded Mbare was. What 
the records proved was that the communities in Mbare 
were willing and able to save for housing, that they were 
organised, and that they were willing to talk to the city 
about a solution. The enumeration information, gathered 
in 1999, showed that the problem of overcrowding 
was greater than the local authority had perceived and 
required a better strategy other than simply evictions. 
The Federation also argued with the Commissioner that 
in any event, evictions had failed to address the issues in 
Mbare. This initial contact and subsequent negotiations 
convinced the Commission to make the first allocation 
of land to the Federation in Harare (see Table 1). over 
the years since then, the Federation has built on this 
relationship. 

2  The Minister of Local Government has often suspended or sacked elected councillors and mayors and replaced them with special commissions. This has often 
been interpreted as politically motivated, intended to revert local authority control to central government.
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4 
Federation rituals: 
Creating platforms 
and processes for 
engagement
over the past 15 years, the alliance of Zimbabwe 
Homeless People’s Federation and Dialogue on 
Shelter, has promoted a culture of savings amongst 
the urban poor. As a part of the international network 
Slum Dwellers International, the alliance has also 
been able to access learning and support from the 
wider network. For a majority of the poor households 
federated to uMfelandawonye,3 savings have provided a 
lifeline through which families have accessed numerous 
loans ranging from very small ones to meet a crisis, 
to developmental ones for incremental housing and 
infrastructure. However, beyond the household-level 
benefits that have accrued out of savings, gungano 
Fund savings in particular have enabled the alliance 
to realise more than just improving livelihoods. Thus, 
the Fund, whose current value is US$1million has a 
role that goes well beyond economic cushioning. The 
Fund has created a heightened sense of commitment, 
proving beyond doubt that poor urban communities 
are serious about changing their circumstances for the 
better. The alliance, for example, has used these loan 
funds to promote engagement with government at its 
various institutional levels. resourced with these fund 
savings, the alliance has amply shown that communities 
are ready for development through ‘bringing something 

on the table’. Moreover, loan funds have also been used 
to sustain the critical mass that binds the movement. 
The monthly contributions are therefore used to maintain 
an interest within the membership and these numbers 
are important when a project is rolled out. These funds 
assist in leveraging other financial resources and in 
addition they fundamentally bring families together 
and hold them together, making it possible for the 
uMfelandawonye process to deliver. This illustrates 
a very important philosophy about the funds: it is not 
about the bank account but about building the social 
capital that is instrumental in achieving results. It is 
within this context that loan funds have been a tool for 
engaging partners and more specifically the various 
layers of government. This has been encouraged across 
the membership of the Federation countrywide. 

The task of convincing local authorities that Federation 
communities can transform their neighbourhoods 
once tenure issues are addressed has been difficult 
and experiences to date have demonstrated that 
considerable time is required before negotiations 
can begin to have significant results. The alliance 
has built a strategy to advance their interests in these 
circumstances. They initially apply for a single plot 

3 uMfelandawonye is a Ndebele term meaning ‘we die together’, which the Zimbabwean Federation adopted as an alternative title of its network. The term was 
also used by the South Africans.
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where a community resource centre would be built, 
demonstrating their capacity to deliver. This approach is 
used to pilot the uMfelandawonye concept on a micro-
level. In a way, the ideas and arguments articulated by 
the alliance in council chambers are tested in practice. 
Typically, the architectural designs for these centres 
mimic the same house plans that Federation members 
would eventually build once more land is made available. 
This is very significant in two ways. First, it physically 
showcases what can be accomplished in the event that 
councils and government allocate land. Second, in the 
early stages of the journey the communities are afforded 
an exciting opportunity to picture their ‘dream houses’ 
in reality.

Sixteen community resource centres have been built by 
the alliance in areas where housing savings schemes 
have been established.

After construction, ribbon-cutting events are organised, 
with officials invited to perform the opening of the 
centres. In many instances, it is at these colourful 
ceremonies that officials and policymakers are charmed 
into making pledges for more land or to meet other 
community requests. Apart from these strategic 
functions, resource centres also play a very important 
role in providing the space for community members to 
gather and discuss solutions to their challenges. The 
regular meetings conducted at the centres help to 
build a very strong sense of intimacy within the savings 
schemes besides offering a very practical solution to 
the need for a neutral meeting place. This is crucial 
for Federation members who rent rooms as they are 
often forbidden by their landlords to hold meetings on 
the property. 

Besides inviting officials to their own settlements, local 
authorities have also in turn hosted the Federation 
communities in their boardrooms. Committee or full 
council meetings, for example, have opened their doors, 
creating a whole new culture of engagement. Apart 
from improving dialogue between cities and citizens, 
participation in these forums has significantly created 
scope for informing policy through the communities 
being able to challenge practices that have failed the 
poor. Additionally, invitations to these meetings have 
also reaffirmed the alliance as a meaningful stakeholder 
in the city’s development processes. In other local 
authorities like gutu District Council, for instance, such 
meetings also presented opportunities to convince 
sceptics about the uMfelandawonye process. However, 
in other cases as in Victoria Falls, the mere participation 
at ad hoc council meetings grew into more systematic 
dialogue around a tripartite partnership involving 
the municipality, the Zimbabwe Homeless People’s 
Federation and Dialogue on Shelter. While this tripartite 
arrangement promoted more structured conversations 
around projects like the nkosana infrastructure and 

housing project in Victoria Falls, it also offered periodic 
updates about the successes and challenges faced by 
the project. 

But perhaps what has been strikingly different about 
tripartite partnerships compared to earlier engagements 
is how they have transformed relationships between 
local authorities and communities by creating mutual 
understanding, which in turn has removed suspicion 
and doubt amongst the parties. occasionally, the 
alliance has also participated at councils’ professional 
networks such as housing directors’ forums, engineers’ 
forums or town clerks’ forums where presentations on 
topical policy issues such as incremental development 
or alternative infrastructure have been successfully 
made. These professional platforms have also proved 
to be effective spaces to mobilise and to reach out to 
councils that have yet to accept the Federation process. 
Supportive local authorities are used to influence their 
peers from otherwise sceptical local authorities.

In Harare, the collaboration with the local authority has 
broken new ground through the Harare Slum Upgrading 
Programme (HSUP) with funds provided by the global 
Programme on Inclusive Municipal governance 
of the Bill & Melinda gates Foundation. Under the 
project, the City of Harare, Dialogue on Shelter and 
the Zimbabwe Homeless People’s Federation are 
undertaking a five-year participatory slum-upgrading 
project whose aim is to profile, document and initiate 
incremental upgrading of slums in and around Harare. 
By enumerating slums together, the parties have 
rewritten the informal settlements narrative, shifting 
away from the era of demolitions and evictions to 
an era of upgrading. operation Murambatsvina, the 
countrywide clearance of slums carried out by the 
government in 2005, had left considerable scars in 
the minds of most urbanites. With the Harare Slum 
Upgrading Programme the partnership is now cultivating 
a new urban ethos premised on engagement and trust. 
Slum profiles and their subsequent mapping have thus 
given a ‘seal of recognition’ to settlements that hitherto 
had paradoxically remained invisible on city maps and 
yet acknowledged as an urban challenge. Besides the 
brick and mortar interventions, the participatory slum-
upgrading programme has also offered an opportunity 
to reflect on the ‘software issues’ governing urban 
housing. This work has seen the review of the regulatory 
policy framework and the designing of a city slum 
upgrading strategy. A new set of urban norms that are 
pro-poor in nature has been ushered in. For example, in 
Dzivarasekwa Extension, a settlement to the west of the 
capital set up by government in 1992 as a resettlement 
camp for evicted families, alternative ecological 
sanitation units were pioneered as an incremental model 
for improving slum settlements. 
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More than this, mindsets and attitudes of the officials 
and policymakers who have applied themselves to 
this review process have also been fundamentally 
altered. Furthermore, the signing of a memorandum of 
understanding by the three parties in 2010 deepened 
the relationship and has helped to cement and 
institutionalise the gains. Lessons recorded under 
the HSUP have also spread to other local authorities 
through a series of horizontal exchanges that have 
been organized under the project. Five ‘peer local 
authorities’ in the country have been identified and 
these together with Harare have become learning 
centres promoting shared experiences. This process 
provides an opportunity for Harare not only to share its 
experiences but also to count on other local authorities 
to help the city examine the effectiveness of these 
new interventions and processes. While in each of 
the contexts the uptake of new ideas has been varied, 
the peer local authorities have themselves begun to 
test initiatives that seek to address local problems. In 
Masvingo, a city to the south of Harare, for instance, 
the Federation and other community organisations have 
formed a platform that is working in partnership with the 
city to address water and sanitation issues in the new 
settlement of Victoria ranch. 
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5 
Federation funding 
strategies for 
addressing resource 
asymmetries
uMfelandawonye’s organizational competence, 
expressed through the collective savings, has greatly 
enabled the alliance to leverage crucial resources 
from central and local government. Since its inception 
in 1997, the Federation has now established 658 
housing savings schemes in 74 local authority areas 
with a countrywide membership of 54,000 families. 
The alliance has used this critical mass to influence 
dialogue processes and open official doors as well as 
access resources. In the same vein, the Federation has 
accessed approximately 5,000 stands (residential plots) 
for its membership with an additional 10,000 stands 
having been secured for non-Federation communities. 
The uMfelandawonye process has therefore created 
huge opportunities not only for its membership but also 
a wider cross-section of urban communities. These 
efforts have helped to address the broader resource 
asymmetries that play out in most poor communities. 
Table 1 below shows the land allocations made by a 
number of local authorities since the Federation began.

The gungano Fund has been invaluable as a readily 
accessible facility that urban poor communities rely 
on for micro-loans for day-to-day household needs to 
bigger loans that address housing and infrastructural 
issues. The Fund, which has to date disbursed over 
US$600,000 in loans for businesses, housing and 
infrastructure at affordable terms, has acted as a 

community-managed bank without the prohibitive 
bureaucratic procedures that characterise conventional 
financial institutions. The current terms for gungano 
loans include the issuance of small but incremental 
loans not exceeding US$1,000 per household at a 
monthly interest rate of 1 per cent for housing and 
infrastructure. These loans are issued to groups rather 
than individuals to encourage groups support as well 
as act as social collateral for the Fund. The emphasis 
is on the readiness of communities to save and to meet 
regularly as collectives. notwithstanding the importance 
of the quantum of savings, uMfelandawonye also places 
value on the frequency of the contributions. 

The benefits of this strategy are twofold. First, it 
ensures that fund systems do not the poor. Second, 
the prominence of the idea of frequency of savings 
encourages visibility or participation at savings schemes 
meetings. The social matrix of the fund is essential for 
sustainability purposes as it helps to provide cushioning 
against both defaulters and macro-economic shocks. 
During the peak of the country’s hyper-inflationary 
episode, innovative strategies such as the transition 
from cash to materials repayments ensured that the 
Fund survived amidst the worst of crises. Members of 
the Federation were able to benefit from this resilience 
as they continued to access loans in an environment in 
which this was otherwise unthinkable. More recently the 
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Figure 1: Areas Where Zimbabwe Homeless People’s Federation is present

Federation has resolved to offer loans to non-Federation 
members who can demonstrate collective action around 
a particular issue. The provision of loans to such groups 
has also ensured a wider reach for the Fund. 

It is within this context that the alliance has been able to 
work with families around participatory slum upgrading 
activities and here Epworth is a classic example. 
Working in collaboration with the Ward Development 
Committee the alliance’s community-wide upgrading 
interventions have resulted in the construction of eco-
san toilets in Epworth Ward Seven. 

Under the Harare Slum Upgrading Programme, the 
alliance, working in conjunction with the City of Harare, 
has set out to establish the Harare Slum Upgrading 
Finance Facility (HSUFF) – a financial vehicle for 
conducting slum improvements. To date, the proposed 

fund has already received pledges amounting to nearly 
US$300,000 from the City of Harare, Zimbabwe 
Homeless People’s Federation and SDI. The Harare 
parties have since outlined the mechanics of the 
fund and again the intention is initially to pilot the 
concept with Federation membership in Dzivarasekwa 
Extension and then replicate the model on a city-
wide scale. Besides the mere pooling of resources 
by the communities and city for incremental slum 
improvements, the proposed finance facility is hoped 
to influence resource flows within the city. For example, 
allocation of financial resources towards HSUFF will 
help to flag priority areas that require support from 
the city budget. In addition, HSUFF as a joint fund 
has benefited from the experiences gained from 
administering gungano Fund and the City of Harare’s 
Estate Account. In terms of governance the fund will 
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be managed collectively by the Federation, the city 
and Dialogue on Shelter through a Memorandum of 
Agreement that stipulates the roles and responsibility 
of each of the partners. All parties will contribute to the 
initial seed capital of US$200,000 required for set-up. 
The city will contribute 60 per cent, the Federation 15 
per cent and Dialogue on Shelter 25 per cent. 

HSUFF goes beyond the traditional community donor 
arrangement. The fund should be able to leverage 
additional resources from the local financial sector. This 
implies that it will have to be financially sustainable to 
interest investors. This model has generated interest 
from other local authorities who have been selected 
as learning partners under the project, namely 
Bulawayo, Chinhoyi, kariba, kadoma, Masvingo and 
Epworth. Within these local authorities, there is now a 
realisation that setting up funds that are jointly managed 

with communities can help to address the bigger 
infrastructure challenges through leveraging resources 
from both local and international sources.

Most poor urban dwellers have had to endure many 
years on the housing waiting list. Enumerations 
conducted by the Zimbabwe Homeless People’s 
Federation in Harare indicate that some have been 
registered for almost two decades without being invited 
for an allocation interview. Interestingly, the housing 
waiting list has retained its name even though the list 
is no longer about housing but simply about accessing 
greenfield sites where the full development costs 
have to be covered by the recipient. City of Harare, 
for example, last allocated completed houses in 1996. 
Many residents have lost faith in the housing waiting 
list hence it has become questionable as a proxy for 
actual demand. In response to this, the alliance has 

Table 1. Land allocations to the Zimbabwe Homeless People’s Federation 2000–2013

AreA Number 
OF 
STANdS

YeAr AllOCATed bY TYpe OF 
AllOCATION

Harare – Crowborough North 233 2003 City Council greenfield 

Harare – Hatcliffe Extension 600 2000 Central government greenfield 

Beitbridge 49 1999 City Council greenfield 

Gweru 71 2007 City Council greenfield 

Victoria Falls 511 2000 City Council greenfield 

Mutare 1400 2001 City Council greenfield 

Gwanda 44 2002 City Council greenfield 

Kariba 152 2003 City Council greenfield 

Binga 45 2003 City Council greenfield 

Gutu 44 2003 City Council greenfield 

Harare – Dzivarasekwa Extension 480 2006 Central government In-situ slum upgrading

Chinhoyi 258 2007 City Council greenfield 

Epworth 9400 2013 City Council In-situ slum upgrading

Bulawayo – Cowdray Park 208 2003 City Council greenfield 

Bulawayo – Cowdray Park 100 2005 Central government greenfield 

Shurugwi 50 2008 City Council greenfield 

Nyanga 50 2009 City Council greenfield 

Nyazura 29 2010 City Council greenfield 

Hwange 35 2009 City Council greenfield 

Lupane 45 2012 City Council greenfield 

Masvingo 106 2012 City Council greenfield 

Chiredzi 21 2009 City Council greenfield 

Kadoma 100 2010 City Council greenfield 

Gokwe 72 2012 City Council greenfield 
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used community-led enumerations to reflect an accurate 
measure of need. In the City of Harare the official 
housing waiting list is put at 50,000 people, but the 
profiles done in the city alone show over 15,000 families 
living without secure tenure. The long wait for the stand 
(residential plot) is even more tedious when someone is 
not affiliated to some form of grouping, which could be 
housing savings scheme, housing co-operative or in a 
company-assisted programme. 

It is against this background that the Federation process 
was established to help the urban poor transform 
their dreams for security of tenure into reality. Since 
1997, security of tenure for 15,000 households living 
in low-income settlements ranging from back-yarders 
to slum dwellers has been addressed. Ideally, such 
a demographic would have been excluded from the 
allocation system by virtue of the requirements that are 
oriented towards the formal economy. In Harare, for 
example, prior to 2001 a salary slip was mandatory as 
one of the numerous requirements for registration on the 
housing waiting list. It was through negotiation between 
the alliance and City of Harare that the latter agreed 
to accept instead proof of demonstrable savings for 

those in the informal sector. This development heralded 
the use of savings booklets by Federation members to 
register on the housing waiting list. 

The adoption of participatory slum upgrading as a 
strategy for tackling informal settlements under the 
Harare Slum Upgrading Programme has also created 
a real opportunity to secure tenure at scale for the 
majority of slum dwellers. In Epworth, for instance, 
the adoption of a regularisation plan has now assured 
secure tenure for over 7,000 households in Ward Seven 
following the approval of an upgrading layout plan by 
the Ministry of Local government. With a population 
of 164,000 of which 70 per cent live in informal 
conditions, the scope of the benefits of participatory 
slum upgrading in addressing tenure issues in Epworth 
is very significant. The Epworth Local Board has made 
a commitment to offer tenure to all residents and the 
Ward Seven experience is providing the model through 
which subsequent upgrading plans and process can 
take in the local authority. In 2012 a similar initiative was 
initiated in Ward Four where nearly 3,000 households 
can potentially benefit from the proposed slum 
upgrading programme. 

bOx1: CITY-wIde Slum prOFIleS: FrOm evICTIONS TO 
SeCurINg TeNure
The Harare Slum Upgrading Project has managed to profile 66 slums in and around Harare. The profiles have 
been able to create a slum database, which previously did not exist in the city records. gIS-based maps have 
been produced specifically indicating the position and spatial extent of each slum. The significance of this 
exercise is that it has enabled the city to acknowledge the slum challenge as a reality, which the city has to 
address. This acknowledgement has also led to a better understanding of the connection between the growth 
of slums in the city and the changing urban landscape and how in order to build a better and more inclusive city 
a more coordinated strategy would have to be adopted. The profiling process has also transformed relations 
between the city and slum communities, shifting the dialogue from evictions to upgrading. 

This has created huge opportunities for reaching win-win solutions and gunhill slum is a classic example. The 
settlement is on private land in a very affluent residential neighbourhood. For 15 years the owner of the land 
has worked to have the 120 families there evicted so that he can use the land for his own purposes. He has 
not succeeded in this and he has now agreed to assist in the purchase of alternative land to which the families 
can be relocated. Having experienced numerous eviction threats, the insecurity that this brings and the lack of 
water and sanitation as well as access to social amenities such as schools and health facilities, the community 
saw this as a better option than an in-situ upgrading of where they now are. The City of Harare has offered an 
alternative site, to the purchase of which the landowner of the present location is contributing as promised. 
The wider Federation network and Dialogue have supported the community in assessing the desirability of 
the alternative site, planning the modality of the relocation as well as sourcing the financial support for the 
relocation. And Selavip, a Latin American charity, and SDI’s Urban Poor Fund International, will support the 
Federation in installing water and sanitation. 

The slum profiling process in this case has been used as an instrument for organising the community through 
the establishment of savings schemes, which has rallied the community to plan and negotiate together, making 
it easier to negotiate with the city and other stakeholders, including the landowner. The profiling process has 
therefore enabled a ‘community’, in the sense of an entity sharing common aspirations, to emerge. And the 
profiling and creation of an entry in a document lodged with the city has ensured that this hitherto hidden 
community has visibility. 
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6 
From dialogue to 
action: Informing 
policy through 
practice
The past 15 years of work by the alliance of Dialogue 
on Shelter and the Zimbabwe Homeless People’s 
Federation has shown that the policy and regulatory 
environment contributes significantly towards 
stifling access to urban services. The key legislative 
instruments that govern urban development such 
as the Urban Councils Act (Chapter 29:15) and 
regional, Town Country Planning Act (Chapter 
29:12) have been widely criticised for being poorly 
aligned with the existing socioeconomic realities. 
Together with local authority building by-laws these 
national legislative instruments are responsible for the 
criminalisation of survival strategies of the urban poor 
such as trading in undesignated areas or settling on 
land that is not serviced. In practice, this has meant 
continued emphasis on unattainable building and 
infrastructure standards, which translate to exorbitant 
construction costs. For example, providing reticulated 
water and sanitation and road sub-grade (the material 
underneath the road) on a standard 150-square-metre 
plot will cost a minimum of US$3,000. The same 
regulatory environment has also been very averse 
to the development of informal settlements or the 
informal economy and often the knee-jerk response 
has been either evictions or demolitions, and criminal 
proceedings against the urban poor especially in 
the case of economic activities. It is these structural 

challenges within the services delivery chain that have 
compelled the alliance to channel its energies towards 
changing policy. However, this has not been without 
its own challenges considering that professionals have 
been working with these laws since Independence. It 
has therefore taken various initiatives championed by 
the alliance of Dialogue and Federation to convince 
the policymakers and officials that the ground beneath 
has been shifting hence the need to realign the laws 
and policies. In Harare’s Crowborough north low-
income settlement, for example, the alliance was able to 
negotiate for increased densities following an agreement 
within the Federation group that plots would be shared. 
The net effect of the ensuing conversations with the 
various city departments saw the construction of 
semi-detached units in Crowborough north effectively 
increasing the number of targeted families and lowering 
the development costs. Eventually, a 300-square-metre 
plot was shared by two families. Furthermore, significant 
reductions in the costs were also realised through on-
site production of building materials such as bricks and 
participation in the construction process.

The Harare Slum Upgrading Strategy is one of the key 
results of years of engagement with the City of Harare. 
The adoption of a Slum Upgrading Strategy under the 
Harare Slum Upgrading Programme represents a major 
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policy shift. The strategy provides a pro-poor framework 
through which the city will address the challenges of 
slums within it. The strategy was developed from the 
information gathered through the profiling of slums 
in the city jointly conducted by the city, Dialogue and 
Federation. Work on the strategy commenced after 
the 2011 exchange visit with City of Windhoek, which 
already had a City Upgrading Strategy in place that 
allows for the incremental upgrading of settlements 
once tenure security is achieved. The Federation’s city-
wide slum profiles (begun in 2010 and concluded in 
2012. These profiles have been updated on an annually 
basis and the plan is to continue with this so as to 
provide a benchmark through which the success of the 
programme can be measured over time. It was then 
agreed to craft a strategy that addresses the current 
slum problems as well as attending to the root causes. 
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7 
An incremental 
approach to 
development
on the infrastructure side, the alliance has used each 
project implemented as a valuable opportunity to 
demonstrate alternatives and innovations that could 
make cities work for the urban poor. A typical example 
includes the ‘incremental development approach’ 
which is now captured in the national Housing Policy 
as a pro-poor services delivery strategy. In essence, 
the incremental development approach promotes 
gradual or phased provision of services starting 
with the most basic facilities that make a settlement 
functional and habitable. This approach makes the 
entire development process more affordable and 
manageable compared to the ‘one-off’ development 
route. The additional advantage of this incremental 
model is that households are able to redirect rentals 
towards housing and infrastructure investments 
because they immediately move on-site with temporary 
facilities. Victoria Falls’ Mkosana Township project, 
gutu’s Airstrip project, kariba’s Batonga Phase 2 
project, Mutare’s Dangamvura project and Harare’s 
Dzivarasekwa Extension project are classic cases 
of projects where infrastructure provision has been 
implemented on an incremental basis. Table 2 
below shows the costs to date of land preparation 
and providing water and sanitation to 480 plots in 
Dzivasekwa Extension. Compared to an average 
of US$3,000, the development’s current cost of 
US$780 is significantly lower. Under these projects, 
provision of water and sanitation has been the main 
priority followed by roads and then electricity. In some 

instances, water and sanitation facilities are provided 
on a communal level and with improved affordability 
reticulated individualised services are installed. Beyond 
advocating for this phased process, lobbying has also 
pushed for alternatives to conventional infrastructure. It 
is against this backdrop that eco-san toilets have now 
been constructed in areas like Harare (Dzivarasekwa 
Extension), Bulawayo (Cowdry Park), Chinhoyi 
(Brundish) and Epworth (Ward Seven) amongst 
many others. 

Apart from simply providing services for the 
uMfelandawonye membership, these projects have 
set a precedent for a policy that enhances the tenure 
prospects for a majority of the urban poor. To date, 
eco-san toilets have been built in 11 council areas and 
of these seven, including Harare, Bulawayo, Masvingo, 
Chinhoyi and Epworth, have formally accepted eco-
san toilets as an alternative decentralised sewerage 
disposal system. Current efforts are now being 
directed at translating this acceptance into policy. For 
example, instead of constructing the eco-san toilets as 
outbuildings, negotiations are under way to integrate 
the design into the main architectural plan for the 
houses instead, thereby guaranteeing their permanent 
existence. Due to the water challenges faced in most 
cities in the country, integrating dry toilets into the 
design and construction of houses will ensure that when 
there is no water communities on reticulated networks 
can still be assured of sanitation. 
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Table 2 Dzviarasekwa extension infrastructure cost

COST elemeNT TOTAl – uS$ AverAge COST per 
hOuSehOld IN uS$

Phase 1 Land Preparation Costs    
 Layout preparation 2500 5.21

 Land survey 19773 41.19

 Sub Total 22273 46.40

Phase 2 Initial Infrastructure Cost    
 2 Boreholes 9500 19.79

 143 Ecological sanitation toilets 42900 89.38

 Sub Total 52400 109.17

Phase 3 Reticulated Infrastructure    
 roads and stormwater drainage 220000 458.33

 Water 40000 83.33

 Sewer 40000 83.33

 Sub Total 300000 625

Total Infrastructure Cost to date 374673 780.57
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8 
Conclusion
The partnership between the Zimbabwe Homeless 
People’s Federation and the City of Harare has 
already begun to bear fruit in terms of tangible benefits 
for the city’s urban poor. It has so far resulted in a 
documentation of all slum areas in the city, created the 
genesis of an institutional process through which the 
urban poor can engage with the city in the upgrading 
and improvements of their settlements, the setting up of 
a financial facility to finance the upgrading of slums in 
the city, and an all-in-all positive collaboration between 
the city and the urban poor. These achievements are 
not small. But the challenge going forward it to move 
these benefits from a president-setting platform to one 
where such partnership relations are institutionalised 
within the city and process of delivery is mainstreamed. 
The Harare Slum Upgrading Programme has presented 
an opportunity for the parties to test a variety of 
permutations of this emerging collaboration. The proof 
that this process has wider applicability will be seen in 
how the lessons emanating from the Harare experiences 
are replicated and adjusted to suit other city contexts 
in the city as well as how they influence a national 
conversation as well as the development of an informal 
settlement upgrading protocol.
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Acronyms
HSUP  Harare Slum Upgrading Programme 

HSUFF  Harare Slum Upgrading Finance Facility

ngo  non-governmental organisation

SDI  Shack/slum dwellers International 

ZHPF  Zimbabwe Homeless People’s Federation
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