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HOUSING AND DEVELOPMENT

Poonam Pritika Devi and Naohiro Nakamura

Global housing crisis and informal housing

It is widely argued that neoliberal trends in housing policies –  the privatization of housing 
production and promoting ‘solutions’ from the market (Gilbert 2004) –  have substantially 
increased housing cost (as developers and property owners look for the highest returns from 
land), while the supply of ‘unprofitable’ low- cost housing has decreased (Santoro 2019). 
Neoliberal governments have also ‘sought to protect the value of property above many 
other concerns’ (Jacobs 2019, 18). This trend has hit hard low- income earners. Renters 
in private or public housing, squatters, and even homeowners have experienced evictions, 
displacements and banishment (Molina et al. 2019; Rolnik 2019). As such, the currently 
ongoing housing crisis does not necessarily indicate housing shortage. Rather, as Potts (2020) 
states, the current housing crisis is happening because of the mismatch between demand and 
supply. Only a handful of top- income earners can access the housing market, while the rest 
simply cannot afford even so- called ‘decent’ or ‘low- cost’ housing. To find a (often tiny) space 
to live, those who cannot afford formal housing have been looking for informal housing as 
their solution.

Informal housing is an ‘accommodation provided beyond the “formal” regulations governing 
residential production (e.g. planning/ zoning and building controls) and the housing market 
(such as property or tenure laws)’ (Gurran et al. 2020, 2). Traditional perspectives on informal 
housing perceive informality either as a failure (Harris 2018), or a temporary characteristic that 
will eventually disappear. In reality, however, informal housing (or informal settlements) have 
long functioned as an alternative to formal housing within the Global South. This is due to both 
the large and swelling demographic size of urban populations and the failure of urban planning 
to reach disadvantaged residents and, as such, informal housing is a practical solution to many –  
including residents, planners, and even the government (Neuwirth 2007). Furthermore, not 
only is the existence of informal housing in the Global South near permanent, but the Global 
North is also observing an increase in informal housing.

With these trends, the perspectives of scholars, policy planners, and developers towards 
informal housing have shifted to better recognize informal housing/ settlements as permanent 
features of cities, rather than a temporary aberration. Similarly, a substantial portion of housing 
policies now consists of informal settlement upgrading plans, particularly in the cities of the 
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Global South. In other words, the upgrading of informal settlements has become an accepted 
mode of urbanization (Mitlin and Walnycki 2020).

In this chapter, we look at informal housing, associated policies and the experiences of 
informal residents in three countries located in the southern hemisphere (not the Global 
South): Chile, Fiji, and Australia. Chile is considered a success case to promote homeownership 
and urge informal residents to become property owners. Fiji is implementing tenure security 
for informal residents. Australia is increasingly observing informal housing in a different fea-
ture from those in developing countries. Through comparative analysis, we seek to deepen 
understandings on housing issues and how they can be dealt with in different national contexts, 
rather than through singular, and monolithic, neoliberal approaches to the Global housing crisis 
(cf. Beswick et al. 2019).

Informal housing case studies

Case 1: Chile

In many contexts, homeownership is seen as a privilege of the wealthy. However, housing pol-
icies implemented by Latin American governments have, broadly speaking, aimed to distribute 
subsidies to low- income households that will enable them to access homeownership. This has 
resulted in Latin American countries becoming ‘nations of homeowners,’ with homeownership 
becoming the norm for both low and middle- class families (Contreras et al. 2019; Gilbert 
2014). Chile, in particular, is considered a success case in terms of the number of citizens who 
have acquired homeownership.

In Chile, it was estimated that around 1.2 million people (near 20 per cent of the country’s 
population) were living in informal settlements in 1990. Residents of these settlements lacked 
access to electricity, sewage, and drinking water (Salcedo 2010). Thanks to a state- led national 
program to invest in subsidized housing by the new democratic governments from 1990 
onwards, between 1990 and 2010 more than a million Chileans who were formally residents of 
slums or shantytowns became homeowners (Salcedo 2010). By 1996, the number of informal 
residents decreased by about 500,000, totalling just 120,000 in 2006 (Salcedo 2010). By the 
end of 2006, La Toma de Peñalolén, the largest remaining slum in Santiago, was eliminated.

In addition to housing provision, investment into urban infrastructure by the govern-
ment was substantial, and contributed to significant improvements in the living conditions of 
the urban poor. Although there were still around 60,000 homeless people in 2010, Salcedo 
(2010, 91) has described this transformation as Chile’s success story: ‘No other country in the 
world can show a housing policy with such a large number of built housing units relative to 
the country’s population.’ Similarly, Brain et al’s descriptive study (2003, cited in Salcedo 2010) 
shows that approximately two- thirds of former informal residents were satisfied with the new 
housing units, infrastructure, and family relationships.

Of course, Chile’s housing programs have also faced some critique. According to Contreras 
et al. (2019, 418), for example, migrant populations have been excluded from Chile’s housing 
tenure model, with 21 per cent of the migrant population still renting (without formal contracts) 
due to the difficulties they face meeting the requirements for access to formal rent –  such as 
a residence permit, the signature of a guarantor, a work contract, and a regular and sufficient 
income. Hence, many migrant populations continue living in informal settlements and self- 
built housing.

Another negative consequence of Chile’s housing program has been an increase in crime, 
violence, drug trafficking, and noise (Brain et al. 2003) –  all of which are higher, even in formal 
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residential areas (Salcedo 2010). Restricted outsider access to privatized spaces and resulting 
social segregation has seen a decline in social support networks that have contributed to rising 
social issues including deviant and criminal activity (Celhay and Gil 2020). Indeed, some 
residents of low- income subsidized housing prefer to stay in an informal settlement because of 
its functionality –  lower rates of vandalism, greater community support, and proximity to their 
workplace (Celhay and Gil 2020).

In summary, while the government of Chile has supported private property ownership 
and subsidized affordable housing as an upgrading of informal life, this ‘has not been enough 
to overcome marginality and disintegration’ (Beswick et al. 2019). Chile’s case also shows 
that informal housing has not lost its functionality, even after housing policies have strongly 
(and successfully, to some extent) promoted homeownership. Informal settlements, that were 
expected to disappear in this transition, are still serving the needs of those who cannot, or 
who do not want to live in formal subsidized housing (Celhay and Gil 2020). As such, in 
the context of Chile, ‘acknowledging self- built housing as another form of urban space pro-
duction’ for migrants and other disadvantaged populations provides additional benefits for an 
inclusive housing policy, alongside the state efforts to increase homeownership (Contreras 
et al. 2019, 284).

Case 2: Fiji

A major restriction on urban development and housing construction in Pacific Island countries 
(PICs) is the limited access to a large portion of customary land. For instance, in Fiji, indi-
genous Fijians communally own approximately 85 per cent of the country’s land (Kiddle 2010), 
and the constitution protects their land rights. Transferring the ownership of customary land 
is restricted, which hinders formal urban expansion and development. Indigenous Fijians have 
also rejected neoliberal approaches to urban development that prioritize housing development 
by the private sector for economic profit, as such approaches conflict with indigenous values of 
communal share (Ben and Gounder 2019).

Although the population sizes of PICs are small, due to limited land size their major urban 
areas have faced formal housing shortages as a result of natural population increase and rural- 
urban migration. To accommodate Fiji’s increasing urban population, the government has 
constructed ‘affordable housing’ (such as the Public Rental Board) and private sectors have 
developed housing on freehold land. However, the pace of population increase has been much 
faster than the infrastructural establishment, and this has resulted in a rapid growth of informal 
settlements in the city (Government of Fiji 2010). For example, the Greater Suva Urban Area 
(comprising the capital city of Suva and the municipalities of Lami, Nasinu and Nausori) has 
the greatest proportion of informal settlements in Fiji, housing 71 per cent of nation’s informal 
residents (54,200) across 117 settlements (Kiddle and Hay 2017). These informal settlement 
numbers are increasing every year (120 in 2020). Similarly, in Nasinu, the municipality with the 
second largest population in the country, 60 per cent of households are believed to be squatting 
(Jones 2012).

Informal settlements in Fiji have been a major issue for national housing policy due to 
restrictions on land access and formal urban development. In fact, with a few exceptions 
informal settlement residents have hardly been the target of eviction by the authority. Instead, 
the government has planned to improve living conditions of informal settlements. In 2004, 
for example, the Urban Policy Action Plan for Fiji was formulated, which led to the imple-
mentation of an informal settlement scoping study in 2007 (Asian Development Bank 2012). 
In 2011, the government of Fiji introduced the ‘Republic of Fiji National Housing Policy’ 
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to facilitate provisions of affordable and decent housing for all residents and implemented 
informal settlement upgrading plans –  including infrastructure upgrading, formalization and 
relocation.

In Fiji, formalization is conducted via in- situ upgrading, which functions by two main 
approaches: tenure legalization to provide legal security through the issue of lease titles; and 
enhancing perceived and de- facto tenure security through provisions of infrastructural services 
(water supply, electricity and sewage) (Mohanty 2006). In- situ upgrading allows existing squatters 
in the selected settlements to remain in their current dwellings while upgrading program 
unfolds in the settlement. By 2015, in- situ upgrading had delivered 453 serviced housing lots 
to squatters while another 920 lots were in process (Kiddle and Hay 2017). Tenure formaliza-
tion under in- situ upgrading is in the form of ‘occupancy/ development lease’ –  a provisional 
lease document providing households with land rights for 99 years. Under this arrangement, 
resident’s occupancy status is formalized and the rights to enjoy infrastructure serviced by the 
local government is granted; yet, the ownership of land is not confirmed.

Granting formal tenure to residents is a cost- effective approach, however, residents do 
not experience substantial improvement in the physical condition of their housing under 
tenure legalization. In many settlements, most houses are constructed with tin boards and 
are prone to cyclones. Access to water, electricity and other services is limited. Many 
settlements are located on vulnerable lands –  mangrove swamps, hillside, or valley –  and 
such physical conditions do not change after tenure legalization. Nevertheless, our research 
shows that this approach has been positively perceived by informal residents.1 The most 
positive outcome is that granting tenure has eradicated fears of eviction. Also, with legal 
tenure rights, the residents have become able to access credit from financial institutions 
to improve housing and fence their occupied area. Some households of Nauluvatu settle-
ment (Suva) and Field 40 settlement (western city Lautoka), have informally occupied land 
over 50 years (3 generations) and retain de- facto tenure security. Still, tenure formalization 
was perceived as substantial progress. For instance, in Nauluvatu settlement, the residents 
asserted that the delivery of community lease would increase the sense of community- ship 
and aid in establishing firm protocols to represent the settlement as a village and necessi-
tating all residents to adhere to it.

With restrictions to land access for formal housing development and the country’s limited 
budget, Fiji has adopted a practical housing policy: let people construct housing by themselves 
without authorization, recognize informal settlements for their near- permanent existence, and 
grant them security. A problem with this approach is that the government cannot regulate 
‘bamboo- shoots- after- a- rain’ like informal housing construction, which often causes conflicts 
with landowners or formal housing residents (Figure 43.1). For instance, landowners have to 
go through a long legal process to evict informal residents for development purposes. Our 
research also finds that formal residents often complain about informal residents leaving rubbish 
for collection even though they do not pay the service fee. In addition, in informal settlements 
where formalization is in progress, residents have become exclusive against newcomers. That is, 
existing residents claim that newcomers do not always follow protocols such as paying land rent 
to claim occupancy or that housing by newcomers occurs without proper procedures, which 
may negatively influence the formalization process. Newcomers are often merely perceived 
as free- riders of the benefits associated with formalization and the tenure security process has 
caused a disparity between newcomers and the existing residents, who appear to have forgotten 
that they, or their ancestors, were newcomers at some point and constructed housing without 
proper procedures.

 

 



509

Housing and development

509

Case 3: Australia

Recent literature on housing has increasingly looked at informal housing in the Global North. 
Some pertinent case studies include North America (Durst and Wegmann 2017; Kinsella 2017), 
Europe (Esposito and Chiodelli 2020; Lombard 2019), and Australia (Gurran et al. 2020; Iveson 
et al. 2019; Nasreen and Ruming 2021). Squatting has existed in the Global North since at least 
the nineteenth century, often to claim a right to the city (Iveson et al. 2019). However, the con-
struction of informal housing has been rare and informal settlements with a near- permanent 
style usually do not form (Lombard 2019; Nasreen and Ruming 2021). Instead, informal 
housing takes the form of secondary units (informal subdivisions), room rentals, unpermitted 
dwellings, ‘beds in sheds,’ or boarding house accommodation, ‘with some lower level of regula-
tory compliance (by owners, landlords or builders) or protection (for residents), which in turn 
reduces the costs of construction and or rent relative to the formal market’ (Gurran et al. 2020, 
2). Because of the concealed nature of its existence, and its scattered locations, investigating 
informal housing is, arguably, more difficult and complicated in the Global North (Gurran et al. 
2020; Nasreen and Ruming 2021).

Residents of informal housing in cities of the Global North include both those who 
cannot access formal housing because of their political status (e.g., illegal immigrants) and low- 
income earners who cannot afford urban housing –  students, early- career workers, and recent 
immigrants (Lombard 2019). In respect to the latter group, the city with the world’s second 
most expensive housing market, Sydney, offers a pertinent case study. Although Australia has 
long been a nation of homeownership, it began declining in the 2010s, because of its increasing 
cost and planning system constraints (Gurran et al. 2020). To improve housing affordability, 
the State of New South Wales permitted secondary dwellings and boarding houses under the 
Environmental Planning Policy (Affordable Rental Housing) 2009 (ARHSEPP). This deregu-
lation was a strategy to stimulate a new rental market at a lower cost (Gurran et al. 2020). As 
a result, Sydney’s housing supply more than doubled over the decade 2007/ 08– 2015/ 16, with 

Figure 43.1 A new house under construction in Nauluvatu settlement (Photo: P. P. Devi)
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the increase of secondary dwellings per new dwellings from 4 per cent to 13 per cent. However, 
the rent, determined by the market, remained high and ‘the supply of rental units affordable 
to low- income earners in Sydney actually declined’ (Gurran et al. 2020, 10). As such, Sydney 
appears to be a textbook case of what Potts (2020) describes as the Global housing crisis: low- 
income earners just do not earn enough to secure a decent legal home.

Where then, do low- income earners who are experiencing difficulties accessing formal 
rental markets, go? Gurran et al. (2019) examined low- cost rental advertisement and found 
that in 2018 alone, there were 960 notifications of dwelling units that do not comply with 
regulations in just one local municipality of Sydney. Such units lack natural light or ventilation, 
for instance, or the buildings are old and may not meet the current standards. Some dwellings 
are ‘created within outbuildings, garages, or garden sheds, and [are] lacking appropriate insu-
lation, electricity, stormwater, or access provisions’ (Gurran et al. 2020, 11). Often a boarding 
house owner multiplies a room into five or six. Despite such conditions, some of them are still 
expensive.

Relatedly, Nasreen and Ruming’s (2021) interviews with residents of shared room housing 
in Sydney, the majority of whom are international students or low- income earners, found 
that tenants are unaware of their rights and obligations; hence, they are vulnerable to abu-
sive landlords and often have to endure poor and unhygienic housing conditions or issues like 
overcrowding. A written agreement between the landlord and tenants often does not exist. 
Local authorities ‘often lack resources to collect data on overcrowded and unauthorised prop-
erties, so enforcement [of regulations] is limited’ (Nasreen and Ruming 2021, 19). A dilemma 
is that the strict enforcement may end up in shutting down such illegal dwellings and render 
vulnerable populations homeless, without alternative affordable housing (Nasreen and Ruming 
2021). Gurran et al. (2020, 1) conclude that the market- led deregulation initiative failed to 
accommodate low- income renters and call for ‘more systemic reforms beyond the planning 
system.’

Informal experiences

Cociña (2018, 1) states that ‘housing policies play a central role as drivers of urban develop-
ment, affecting many of the challenges that define the current urban condition.’ Housing pol-
icies have the potential to reduce economic, social, and political inequalities. This is because 
housing does not solely denote the material construction or structure of walls and a roof, but 
housing policies have various non- housing effects, such as ‘labour markets, education, health, 
community viability, violence and income distribution’ (Cociña 2018, 1). The three selected 
countries looked at here are somewhat random and never representative. Nevertheless, we 
attempted to look at relatively under- represented countries in the literature of housing, given 
that North America and Europe have dominated discussions (see for example, Clapham et al. 
2012). Over the past two to three decades, both Chile and Fiji have implemented housing pol-
icies to support disadvantaged groups. Although a few downsides have been observed, citizens 
appear to have positively perceived the attempts to maximize beneficiaries from the formaliza-
tion of housing policies. However, the formalization process never means that informality has 
lost its function or informality is negatively perceived in these countries. Informal housing does 
serve those who are left out from the policies or those who do not want to live in formality. In 
Sydney, too, informal housing should play an important role for disadvantaged groups; how-
ever, informality is much associated with negative experiences and the policy reform has not 
been functioning well. Led by the market, the new deregulated housing policy appears to have 
increased economic inequality. Nevertheless, all the three case studies affirm the significance of 
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government’s initiatives in housing policies, despite the neoliberal trend. According to Jacobs 
(2019), so- called neoliberal governments are still intervening into housing markets and influ-
encing social discourses on housing. Regarding feasible context- based housing policies, there 
appears much that the Global North can comprehend and adopt from practices in the Global 
South, in terms of dealing with informality well.

Learning informality in the city

Informal settlements are a substantial component of urban geography in the Global South that 
cross multiple sectors, including urban structure, urban planning, landscape, housing policies, 
economic activities, politics, and social inequality. Since 2014, we have delivered a university 
second- year urban geography course titled ‘Urban Well- Being’ at the University of the South 
Pacific (USP), Fiji. Naturally, course activities and student learning outcomes reflect discussions 
on informal settlements. The course involves a field lab component –  students are required 
to choose any topic related to informal settlements, make a research plan, visit a few informal 
settlements in the Suva area (chaperoned by the teaching team), and conduct observations and 
interviews with residents. Although fieldwork is used intensively in geographical research, field 
labs hardly take place in university undergraduate teaching, because of their complexity in 
procedures and some associated risks. However, at USP, all geography courses involve a field 
lab component (see Muliaina, Chapter 52 in this volume).

In our urban geography course, informal settlements have been functioning as a teaching 
material, and the experiences of informal residents have been contributing to student learning 
experiences. In the field lab, students can learn what research articles on informal settlements 
argue through their own first- hand experiences. For instance, expenses for formal housing sub-
stantially influence one’s decision to continue squatting, even if an opportunity to move else-
where is provided (e.g. Celhay and Gil 2020; Cociña 2018; Erman 2019). Informal residents 
tend to prefer an informal lifestyle of proximity and close interaction with others to a life 
in demarcated modern, concrete built housing, even when infrastructure is less established 
(Celhay and Gil 2020; Erman 2019). Another significant insight demonstrated through field 
lab activities is that not all residents are economically disadvantaged. Informal residents are 
fighting against various stigmas attached to informal settlements, and students can see first- hand 
that informality is a driving force of urbanization. As Neuwirth (2007, 72) states: ‘the squatters 
build and rebuild and build again, in a ceaseless drive to make their settlements permanent’ (see 
Figure 43.1).

For this pedagogy, we have been able to appropriate our advantage –  belonging to an insti-
tution in the Global South. Imagine if you plan an undergraduate student visit to informal 
housing in Sydney, Australia, for example. As seen, informal housing in cities of the Global 
North are sporadically located and do not have unique settlement features. Even if you were 
able to spot informal housing, the way to successfully let students observe and interview the 
vulnerable residents would have to go through a very complicated process, including obtaining 
approval from so many individuals and organizations. The context of informal housing in 
Australia raises difficult ethical questions that are less pronounced in Fiji.

However, in our case, the process is much simpler. Informal settlements are literally informal  
and, consequently, no individuals or institutions are in a position to grant formal approval.2  
On the day of the visit, we simply take students to a settlement and let them work there. Most  
informal residents are open and pleased to participate in student interviews. The openness of  
residents derives from several reasons. First, those who are unemployed are often keen to par-
ticipate in the learning process. Second, some residents are eager to share their experiences of  
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informal life with students –  and by contrast they are rather defensive against visits by govern-
ment officials, who may distribute an eviction notice. Third, residents are also excited to see  
students from another Pacific Island country –  as a regional university, USP has students from  
12 different Pacific nations. Interaction with exchange students from the Global North is a par-
ticular excitement for informal residents (Figure 43.2). Some residents even serve a meal. Such  
informal interactions gradually deconstruct students’ stereotypes against informal settlements  
being dangerous and associated with crimes.

Surprisingly and interestingly, for most students, learning about informal settlements is a 
totally new experience. Despite the large number of informal settlements in the Greater Suva 
Urban Area, we have not had any student in the course who openly stated that they are living 
in an informal settlement, while only a few have stated that their relatives or acquaintances live 
there. The chances are that there may have been a few such students but they did not openly 
say so for some reasons, perhaps because of stigma attached to informal settlements. In any case, 
most students have not visited an informal settlement until they take this course (and indeed, 
Poonam was one of such students). According to their feedback, some students were not even 
aware of the existence of informal settlements in close proximity to their homes.

Unfortunately, as a mere undergraduate student project, informal residents hardly benefit 
from our visit. While at the end of the semester, a few students state that visiting informal 
settlements in field lab was the best highlight in the course, many of them, once having 
completed the project, forget about the visit. However, involving 70 to 100 students from 
at least 12 different nations every year will arguably have an impact. Our hope is that some 
of them talk about their experience to friends or family members, which may contribute to 
deconstructing negative images attached to informal settlements, or that a few of them consider 
working with an NGO which supports informal residents. At least, with this pedagogy, students 
form place- based knowledge, which is much more practical over theory- based learning in the 
context of the Global South (see Brugman and Kol, Chapter 58 in this volume).

Figure 43.2 A group of local and exchange students interviewing an informal resident (Photo:  
N. Nakamura)
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Conclusion: seeing housing policies from the South

Recently, scholars have attempted bridging the gap in the studies of urban housing between 
the North and the South through the concept informality (Beswick et al. 2019; Esposito and 
Chiodelli 2020; Harris 2018; Lombard 2019). The debate on urban informality largely focuses 
on growth in the South, while the focus of informality in the North is on a much smaller 
scale (Chiodelli 2019; Harris 2018). Nonetheless, as we have sought to demonstrate through 
our three country cases, informality and informal housing is no longer unique to the Global 
South. Recent research has shown that countries in the North do experience housing issues des-
pite advanced technologies in housing construction (Banks et al. 2020; Chiodelli 2019). What 
is missing from the context of the Global North is the accumulation of empirical studies on 
informal housing (Nasreen and Ruming 2021). If you are teaching at a university in the Global 
North, your students may be renting a non- complying dwelling unit. Involving those students 
(or seeking help from student’s network) to collect the voices of informal residents, instead of 
planning a student visit to informal housing in class, may help grasp a picture of informal housing 
and identify needs. This may eventually contribute to housing policy reforms for inclusiveness.
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This article explains the process of informal settlement upgrading in Fiji and the Solomon 
Islands and reviews the housing policies of each country. Fiji’s strategies such as early govern-
ment recognition, the right to non- eviction of informal residents, and policy frameworks are 
praised, compared to the lack of a comprehensive plan in the Solomon Islands.
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This article is on the experiences of shared housing (as an example of informal housing) in 
Sydney, Australia. Readers can see the similar functions and characteristics of informal housing 
in the Global North to those of the Global South, i.e. affordability, flexibility, insecurity, 
exploitation, and risks.

5. Potts, D. (2020) Reading Broken Cities: Inside the Global Housing Crisis. London: 
Zed Books.

The author discusses how the current global housing crisis is occurring under neoliberalism. It 
is shown that the cause of crisis is not because of the shortage of the supply of housing, but the 
mismatch between supply and demand. Only the handful have access to the so- called ‘decent 
affordable’ housing, while many cannot even afford those housing.

Notes
 1 This is based on Poonam’s doctoral project: A critical examination of squatter upgrading plans in Fiji.
 2 We note that the procedure is different in indigenous Fijian villages, where visitors must seek approval 

of village headman through sevusevu ceremony.
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