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Article 25 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights of December 10, 1948 entrenched the right to housing principle for all individuals and their families. And now, nearly sixty years later, according the UN-Habitat, “of the world’s population of six billion people… there are over one billion poor people living in slums and spontaneous settlements. ” Without the availability of sufficient affordable housing, housing crises that were once apparently resolved are now manifesting again in most countries, even in the least impoverished nations. 

It has been observed that the availability of housing at an affordable price or rent is insufficient, in all countries. The work done by governments to meet the demand is not on par with the needs, far from it. Everywhere, housing needs are today at a high level. And these needs have not fluctuated over the last quarter century. In fact, despite forecasts that were sometimes exaggeratedly optimistic, demand has remained high in all countries: demographic pressures have not lessened, migratory flows have increased and natural disasters (cataclysms, earthquakes, floods, etc.) or voluntary disasters (wars, occupations, etc.) are still just as high in number. At best, the pressure of unsatisfied needs has been contained, the lack of housing has not gotten any worse. Too often however, these shortages have worsened, strengthening the mechanisms of economic and social exclusion that destroy the balance and vitality of urban environments and societies, far beyond the level of misery, relegating to an uncertain future the possible implementation of a right to housing at a global level. 

One of the causes of this paradoxical divorce between the pressure of needs and the often highlighted public will is without a doubt the accelerated lack of control in the housing financing systems, accompanied by cost inflation that is often linked to an unchecked land situation.

The forced “marketization” of these systems is one of the requirements very often expressed by international organizations: it is too often the consequence of globalization placed under the sign of neoliberalism. But it is also part of the orientations of the housing policies adopted by a large number of states: it is accompanied in this case by social regression most often synonymous with political conservatism such as in the United States. However, even an ambitious social housing strategy will be jeopardized by an increase in segregation and exclusion mechanisms if it is not integrated within a balanced, ambitious and jointly-backed urban development policy. 

The Réseau Habitat et Francophonie, which is composed of social housing professionals (planners, operators, financers, managers) from 21 countries: Belgium, Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Canada, Congo, Ivory Coast, Djibouti, France, Gabon, Guinea, Lebanon, Luxembourg, Madagascar, Morocco, Mauritania, Niger, Rwanda, Senegal, Switzerland, Tunisia and Vietnam, representing 4 continents: Africa, North America, Asia and Europe and which recognize themselves in Article 25 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights of December 10, 1948, which entrenches the right to housing principle, remains concerned with maintaining, creating or developing affordable housing policies and hopes that the states will not abandon their responsibilities (especially the budgetary ones) in this regard. 

Our Hope, To Make the Right to Housing a Reality

► A Worrisome Situation 

The final declaration of the Habitat II Conference in Istanbul, in 1996, had generated a lot of hope among populations living in improper housing and housing professionals “concerned with maintaining, creating or developing policies for affordable housing… (that) allow us to progress towards a universal right to housing.”
 The member states of the UN had committed themselves to adhering to the “universal objectives of ensuring adequate shelter for all” … going even as far as establishing an actions program. 

But five years later, the results were mitigated: the situation among the poorest populations had not improved, notably in terms of access to dignified, comfortable and non-discriminatory housing. In fact, for many, the situation had gotten worse: almost everywhere, construction was not sufficient to meet housing needs, the public assistance systems had deteriorated, financing had become rarer and more expensive… 

It is true that, as was recognized by many at the time, the imbalances were far reaching on this issue. A lot of time would have been needed along with the will and certainly the means and perseverance to eliminate unworthy, precarious and discriminatory housing... in Africa, Latin America, Asia as well as Europe or North America for example, where it continues to exist and has even taken on new forms (squatting, forced occupation, unwanted cohabitation, etc.). 

► A Large Ambition… 

Given the situation, the Réseau Habitat et Francophonie chose to present a contribution at the Habitat II + 5 Conference. This presentation, “Au-delà du droit, rendre effectif l’accès au logement” was the expression of all those who, concerned with maintaining, creating or developing affordable housing policies, want governments to make it possible to progress towards a universal right to housing.

This expression was part of an acknowledgement that remains true today: “the fact that a significant portion of this demand has not been met has... strengthened the mechanisms of segregation and exclusion." And it also restated:

· “All imbalances between supply and demand that were observed are nothing new… But they have been strengthened… contradicting the belief that the return to growth would be enough to resolve these imbalances. They have proven to be quite permanent.”

· “The market has been unable to resolve all these problems. By itself, it cannot meet demands, both from an economic and social point of view: it has not been able to ensure an optimal and balanced allocation of resources at an acceptable cost for both the households and society.”

· “The specialized players who had until then been able to meet the demands of hundreds of millions of households are now finding it harder and harder to do their jobs.”

· “The acceleration of decentralization movements, which could have in many cases allowed for a clarification of the skills and responsibilities of the various territorial levels, has too often been the pretext for questioning the role and place of the state, the guarantor of national solidarity.” 

This presentation reminded everyone that the statement of principles, regardless of how generous they might be, is not enough to bring about real active policies in favour of affordable housing for everyone who is in need of it. And the states themselves must develop the necessary means for this endeavour, because they alone can issue this right to each citizen, even though they may create partnerships with other players (specialized players and local partners, notably) in defining and implementing this essential objective. 

An investment in housing would not be relegated to a simple social expenditure, a necessary evil in creating balance within societies. It is in fact one of the fundamental elements in creating a strategy for sustainable economic development and the growth and development of people, for fighting unemployment and promoting the successful professional and social reintegration of the most disadvantaged, for limiting the economic and social costs of developing precarious or sub-par housing, for the balanced growth of urban and rural zones, for protecting the quality of the environment and the exercising of citizenship... In short, it is a factor in economic and social progress and responsibility for its implementation falls to the states, if the market cannot by itself fulfill this objective. 

►... Largely Shared

A renewal in volunteering in the field of housing and habitat is luckily near at hand: 

· Innovative actions in terms of housing financing have been taken since the end of the 1990s, a far departure from the recommendations of the monetary orthodoxy. For example, this has been the case in the implementation of a collection of off-market resources under the form of deductions taken from the salary mass in countries as different as Congo, Gabon, Lebanon, Rwanda or Senegal. And often the states have understood the necessity of promoting special monetary provisions, when faced with the insufficiency of traditional government actions. 

· The development of a true action partnership with all sector players has become common practice: along with the specialized players traditionally committed to the fight for the right to housing, there are now the local communities, the associations and the non-governmental organizations and the residents themselves. Because the implementation of any housing policy requires several players, with different responsibilities and various skills, because the implementation of a good housing policy requires complementary actions and harmonized action to reach shared objectives. 

· As part of a concerted strategy for decentralization and good governance, the actions of local communities is essential: in their contribution of additional financing, their help in defining and realizing projects… and in the economic and social development they bring to their interventions. By getting everyone mobilized, we are recognizing the essential role of the associative players: both in their actions and in the additional means they can mobilize, financial and human, in being innovative and creative. Being able to bring projects to fruition also supposes the full and complete cooperation of the inhabitants in defining and realizing such projects. 

· The will to do things is dependent on respecting the principle of diversity, which is essential to balancing projects and spaces: diverse financing products for ensuring the best possible management balance; diversity in the populations welcomed and housed to make the city more convivial and create greater solidarity; and the diversity in the investment and real estate management players, which is too often neglected…

In short, there is still hope! 

Our Commitment, To Produce Affordable Housing

Only strong public will allow us to resolve the housing issue, without adding more exclusion and segregation, which is what the Executive Director of the UN-Habitat program clearly stated: “by 2050, unless radical measures are taken to resolve this problem, the world population will total 9 billion people with 3.5 billion living in slums.”

It is therefore necessary to support this will, to resist all temptations to reject a clear recognition of the right to housing under the often expressed pretext of the pre-eminence of the right to ownership.  

► Orientations to be Restated 

1. Maintain and Amplify Social Housing Policies

Aware of the challenges facing joint and voluntary housing policies over the next few years, the members of the Réseau Habitat et Francophonie want to restate the fundamental dimensions that must be included in indispensable public strategies: 
· Mobilize all levels of public decision-makers, the central state but also the local communities, around an ongoing project that is given the necessary means. 

· Integrate these voluntary housing policies into strategies that are acceptable to all players and which they support. 

· Promote financing mechanisms, off-market ones if necessary, that make it possible to dispose of the necessary resources in supportable conditions to provide an availability of housing at affordable prices. 

· Present appropriate and comfortable housing, adapted to the needs of families. 

· Produce, in acceptable economic conditions, housing that is satisfactory on all fronts. 

· Integrate the practices and limitations required by production by favouring organized self-construction whenever the promotional channels fail. 

· Accompany or promote urban planning to ensure coherence in the space used.  

· Propose a habitat that favours the growth and development of individuals and sustainable development, a habitat that is concerned with balance in the cities and respectful of future generations. 

· In short, create proper housing where it is possible to feel like a citizen in one’s own neighbourhood, city and country and to feel a sense of solidarity beyond its borders. 


2. Housing Solidarity, an Indispensable Prerequisite

The development and implementation of solidarity devices that allow each person to access housing and to remain there is an indispensable prerequisite to the success of an ambitious policy for implementing the right to housing and the city. In order to meet the need for housing, on a quantitative and qualitative level, the following will be needed: 

· Ongoing personal assistance, accessible under the sole condition of resources, regularly improved in order to maintain the capacity to ensure good solvency upon request. 

· Specific tools allowing the poorest and most fragile households, households with a handicap… to have their situation and request taken into consideration: expansion of the partnerships made with associations is completely necessary. 

We must therefore give households, all households, the option of choosing a dwelling and to choose to stay or move: not be forced to move in due to need and to have to remain due to necessity! 

3. The Maintenance and Strengthening of Offer Expansion Strategies

But no ambitious policy can be designed without a significant effort to increase the supply, an offer that is accessible to all households: an offer of affordable housing largely distributed throughout the territories as a whole. It must be based, everywhere, on a real effort in construction as well as the improvement and renovating of the existing buildings: the meeting of housing needs is indispensable in balancing the markets, in controlling the execution and segregation mechanisms. Otherwise, observation of the market situation over the last few years has revealed that public interventions have shown to be ineffective and ineffectual and that the socio-economic (even socio-ethnic) specialization of the territories has increased. 

But is it to be said that public actions undertaken to increase the global offer have devoted a significant share of the means mobilized to the most modest households, even to the households with the lowest average incomes. 

Because, in the end, the objective is to ensure a sufficient supply everywhere at the local level, even in territories where spontaneously private initiative does not occur; diversified in its composition in order to ensure real social diversity in the cities, in all cities and in each city neighbourhood; ambitious on the quality of the products proposed, the level of comfort not being simply proportional to household income. 

4. But Also Control Over Market Evolution 

And we will also need to properly control the tools and procedures for controlling the markets: 

· Through an active strategy of guiding prices and rents by potentially restricting the profit in public actions and interventions in respecting social criteria when allocating dwellings by public authorities. 

· By recognizing within the land issue a determining factor that must be acted on everywhere with urgency in order to prevent an erosion in housing access. 

Within this regard as well, a right to housing and a right to the city are nothing but fiction if there is no real public will. This is particularly true when such a statement of such rights seems sufficient to decision makers once they become aware of their inability to truly control market forces. 

► Principles to be Strengthened

Beyond these essential orientations for the members of the Réseau Habitat et Francophonie, it seems essential that the expression of the principles that motivate their actions be strengthened. 

1. Promoting the Right to Housing 
First and foremost, we must restate the essential importance of a right to housing that is explicitly recognized by each country and by each government, including the logical and permanent means that target real access for everyone to housing. This access to housing must occur in conditions that, while reflecting the level of resources of each country, will result in a real reduction in inequalities and contribute to the growth and development of individuals just like the full exercising of citizenship. However, this right to housing cannot be reduced to a simple right to a roof, an uncertain shelter that is not worthy of human habitation. 

2. Favouring Sustainable Development and Social Inclusion
It is important that the housing offered be also seen as a place to live and that it be considered in its relation with the quality and sustainable balance of the environment: it presupposes notably a planning of government services and urban planning that ensures not only the appropriateness of the infrastructures and facilities, but also a distribution of the urban activities that favours inclusion and social mixing, as well as the response to the needs of specific groups and access to support services. 

3. Mobilizing the Ongoing Financing Systems
It is essential to remind everyone that reaching these objectives requires the implementation of sustainable means, making it possible to undertake actions that are ongoing as required by any voluntary strategy in the areas of housing and habitat. In this regard, the maintenance and implementation of ongoing financing systems and public programs of a reliable duration are very important, often underestimated by the public authorities. Similarly, the recognition of the indispensable contribution of specialized players capable of taking responsibility for, in an independent manner that is subject to public support, the long-term development and management operations for affordable housing. 

4. Reminding Everyone of the Essential Role of Social Housing 
Lastly, it is important to restate the pertinence of the concepts for social housing and specialized operators, as the spearhead in the public and associative intervention in the fields of housing and habitat. 

► A Project for the Future

Guaranteeing access to “real housing designed to habitability and comfort standards corresponding to the aspirations of the society in question and protecting the health of its inhabitants but also the sustainable integrity and balance of the environment; that are therefore wanted for its quality, its forms, its diversity in occupation statuses and its location; therefore, in a non-segregated environment but that is appropriate to integration and to the family, professional and social development of the people and to their involvement in the lives of the villages, cities or neighbourhoods” … constitutes a priority for the members of the Réseau Habitat et Francophonie.

Meeting in Montreal, Quebec City, Sherbrooke and now Vancouver

In its contribution to Habitat II + 5, the members of the Réseau Habitat et Francophonie had suggested that every five years the UN should report on the state of advancement of this major project, the implementation of the right to housing on a world-wide scale. 

Like many others, we are not certain we were heard perfectly. The 3rd session of the World Urban Forum will certainly be the opportunity to report on the progress made since the UN Conferences in Istanbul (1996) and in New York (2001), both in terms of habitat and the commitments that were made: however, the Forum will not be able to involve the states in the same way as a formal conference. The World Urban Forum will remain an opportunity to exchange ideas and thoughts, revolving around a principal theme: "Our Future: Sustainable Cities, Turning Ideas into Action". The Réseau Habitat et Francophonie would still like to express its hope, to make the right to housing a reality. It also wants to remind everyone of its commitment, to produce affordable housing. 

� Contribution of the Réseau Habitat et Francophonie “Au delà du droit, rendre effectif l’accès au logement”, UN Habitat II + 5 Conference, New York, June 2001.
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