
United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-HABITAT)
P.O. Box 30030, Nairobi 00100, KENYA
Tel: +254 20 762 3120
Website: www.unhabitat.org 

Streets as tools for urban 
transformation in slums: 
A STREET-LED APPROACH TO CITYWIDE SLUM UPGRADING



Streets as tools for urban 
transformation in slums: 
A Street-Led Approach to Citywide Slum Upgrading



ii



iii

Acknowledgement	 vi

Executive Summary	 vii

Part A – The Conceptual Framework	 1

1.	I ntroduction - streets as pillars of urban transformation	 2

2.	 Addressing the Challenges of Slums	 3

	 2.1 	E xplaining Slums	 3

	 2.2   Approaches towards slums over time	 8

	 2.3 	C onceptual framework of Citywide Slum Upgrading	 11

3.	T he concept - Introducing the approach of street-led citywide slum 		
	 upgrading	 13

	 3.1 	F unction of streets	 13

	 3.2  	How streets can facilitate citywide slum upgrading	 15

	 3.3 	 Streets support an incremental approach	 17

	 3.4 	 Streets and participatory planning using enumeration 

		a  nd community mapping	 17

	 3.5 	 Street construction provides opportunities for community 

		  involvement	 18

	 3.6 	 Streets facilitate physical integration of slums in the city	 19

	 3.7 	 Street addressing is an inclusive strategy	 20

	 3.8 	 Streets assist in achieving land regularisation and security of tenure	 20

	 3.9 	 The hard part: Street-making also requires demolition and resettlement	 22

	 3.10 Continuing and sustaining the benefits of improvements	 22

Part  B – The Practical Framework	 25

4. 	K ey Lessons from International Experience	 26

	 4.1 	T here are many ways to include and integrate slums with the city 		
		  through streets	 28

	 4.2 	T enure security: The good is often better than the perfect	 28

	 4.3 	T ime generates rights that may become full land rights over time	 28

	 4.4 	C itizen participation opens many doors	 29

	 4.5 	P ost-upgrading maintenance is essential for sustaining benefits	 29

	 4.6 	P olicy, institutional and organisational frameworks are critical for 		
		  citywide slum upgrading	 30

	 4.7 	Ca pacities must be strengthened and developed for all stakeholders	 30

	 4.8 	U pgrading should result in overall higher revenues for the city	 31

	 4.9 	 Secured multi-year financing is key to uphold slum upgrading 

		s  trategies	 32

	 4.10 Reliable information is necessary for participatory decision making	 33

	 4.11 Street-making creates jobs	 33

	 4.12 Safety and security are important concerns of slum residents	 33

	 4.13 There are limits to slum upgrading	 34

TABLE OF CONTENTS



iv

	 4.14 	Slums are stigmatized, mystified or treated as an opportunity	 35

	 4.15 Slum Upgrading Combined with Slum Prevention Strategies: 

		  two necessary faces of a single policy.	 35

	 4.16  Street-led Upgrading often requires demolition and 

		  citizen participation enables peaceful relocation.	 36

5.	U rban Principles - The street as tool for practical implementation	 37

	 5.1 	P romote integrated citywide planning	 37

	 5.2 	EN ABLE IMPLEMENTATION IN PHASES	 37 

	 5.3 	I mprove urban mobility and connectivity	 38

	 5.4 	 Support economic growth	 38

	 5.5 	C reation of citizenship	 38

	 5.6 	D evelopment through strategic participation and partnerships	 39

	 5.7 	O ptimization of density and promotion of mixed use	 39

	 5.8 	E nable urban layouts through land readjustment	 40

	 5.9 	E nable security of tenure	 40

	 5.10 Fostering safer cities	 41

	 5.11 Promote alternatives to forced eviction	 41

	 5.12 Plan for disaster risk reduction	 41

	 5.13 Ensure a steady flow of funds from a variety of resources	 42

	 5.14 Making Slum Upgrading Responsive to Gender and Youth 

		  but also Children, the Elderly and people with disabilities	 42

6. 	D o’s and Don’ts of Street-Led Citywide Slum-Upgrading	 43

7. 	C oncluding Remarks	 46

Annex 1: Examples of slum upgrading projects/programmes	 47

References and End Notes	 80



v

Current processes of spontaneous urbanisation are adversely affecting the future of cities in the 
developing world. This form of urbanisation generates what we define internationally as slums 
and where one third of the global urban population lives today. Urban expansion in some parts 
of the world has become synonymous of this type of unplanned urbanisation that hinders cities 
in maximizing their role in social prosperity, economic development and wealth generation. As 
our data suggests, common features of this type of urbanisation are the poor living conditions, 
inadequate urban basic services and a significant lack of public spaces and streets.

The virtual absence of the most basic urban common good, which is public space, disrupts the 
liveability, safety, security, mobility and local development of urban areas. This strategy paper 
on street-led slum upgrading supports this argument with unequivocal evidences drawn from 
several cities around the world. It illustrates my belief that urban planning combined with a 
network of streets and public spaces provide a viable solution to start solving the problems of 
slums. This approach connects and reconnects slums with the rest of the city by opening up 
space for infrastructure provision and income generation, enhanced security of land tenure and 
setting the basis for slums to transform themselves into future vibrant neighbourhoods.

As a former mayor and an advocate of good urban planning, I believe strongly in the need to 
reassert the role of streets in the process of improving the quality of life in slums. By laying 
streets as part of the urban plan of the area and opening up public space in slums, we are not 
only delineating public and private domains. We are establishing the basis for people to live 
a life in dignity, providing them with an address, greater accessibility to public services and 
creating the opportunities for urban regeneration that ultimately encourages prosperous and 
inclusive cities. 

I am proud to share this publication with the wider public of urban practitioners, policy 
makers and political decision makers, because it illustrates well our approach towards slums-
upgrading. This adopts streets not only as a vehicular road but as a vector for an incremental 
urban transformation that integrates slums into the overall development strategy of the city. 
It further underscores the multipurpose function of streets as the social and economic space 
that constitutes the public domain through which all basic urban services are provided and 
maintained. 

This strategy paper is rich in examples that demonstrate the practicability of the street-led 
slum upgrading approach that UN-Habitat is advocating for. It showcases the incremental 
street-led development and transformation of slums that builds on the fundamental notion of 
streets being the stepping stone in improving the quality of life and living conditions in slums. 
We acknowledge that this is not a magical pill that cures all the ailments of the society, such 
as injustice, inequalities and discrimination, but rather a solid contribution of urbanisation to 
address the pressing needs of the slum population.

I am pleased to read the positive peer-reviews done by world class experts and am confident that 
the readers of this publication will benefit from the knowledge, experience and propositions that 
UN-Habitat brings herein. 

Dr. Joan Clos, 
Under-Secretary-General of the United Nations
Executive Director, UN-Habitat
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Executive Summary

1. 	 Accumulated Knowledge and know-
how but worsening conditions

During the last 50 years, governments have implemented 
a wide range of slum upgrading projects and programmes 
of varying scale and scope and with different levels of 
impact. The lessons learned from these experiences and the 
knowledge developed by UN-Habitat demonstrate that 
technically slum upgrading is an easy and straightforward 
urban regeneration intervention – there is sufficient 
experience, knowledge, skills and know-how to be drawn 
upon internationally. But despite the wealth of knowledge 
and experience available in the world, the growth of slums 
and the multiplication of informal settlements are only 
getting worse, particularly in parts of Asia, Sub-Saharan 
Africa and parts of Latin America. This is undermining the 
ability of cities to generate wealth, prosperity, economic 
growth and human development. Considering the large 
scale of slums, their consolidation and the number of 
people they house, ignoring the challenge of slums is a 
short-sighted and unsustainable political policy for any city 
or nation.

2. 	C itywide approach: from piecemeal 
project based upgrading to 
programme scale

Undoubtedly the importance of slum issues has risen 
in local and national political agendas. In many cities, 
slum upgrading has been brought to citywide scale and 
in some countries even to national scale. This shift has 
been represented by some comprehensive and complex 
programmes, which have significantly been initiated 
and led by political leaders and implemented with the 
participation of slum communities. These examples have 
attracted international attention and many are UN-Habitat 
best practices. Despite such efforts and achievements, 
slum upgrading has remained outside mainstream urban 
planning and management and upgraded slums are rarely 
looked upon as urban neighbourhoods. 

3. 	S treets: shifting the discourse

This paper is advocating a shift in approach to slum 
upgrading from thinking of slums as islands of poverty 
and informality to slums as deprived neighbourhoods that 
are an integral part of the overall city system, but spatially 
segregated and disconnected due to an absence of streets 
and open spaces. Taking advantage of streets as the natural 
conduits that connect slums with the city, UN-Habitat is 
suggesting a fundamental shift towards opening of streets 
as the driving force for citywide slum upgrading. Streets are 
vital elements in the improvement of quality of life in slums, 
particularly in densely occupied settlements where the 
absence of streets is the source of multiple problems faced 
by slum dwellers and the city as a whole. Opening streets, 
or reinforcing and improving existing streets and accesses, 
should be considered a non-negotiable, or sine-qua-non, in 
slum upgrading interventions, with a view to integrating 

slums into the overall city planning and management and 
fostering urban regeneration.

4. 	 Aligning political will with 
technical knowhow and citizen 
participation 

Slum growth today is rampant and will negatively affect 
future generations unless a clear vision for the future of our 
cities is urgently developed and implemented. UN-Habitat 
is suggesting a change of course that focuses on streets as a 
business case for overall urban regeneration that can also 
help cities to play their role as engines of development. The 
street-led approach to citywide slum upgrading outlined 
in this paper is a simple, cost-effective and inclusive way 
of initiating change that is well within existing technical 
knowledge and experience. However, action can only be 
taken if leaders such as mayors, ministers and politicians 
have the political will and determination to act and lead the 
process and encourage the involvement of residents as well 
as NGO’s, municipal departments, private entities and civil 
society organisations in the process.    
 
5. 	S treets support an incremental 

approach

The implementation strategy outlined in this paper builds 
on the practical and symbolic role of streets as the key to 
linking up neighbours, businesses and economic activities 
situated adjacent to each other and sharing the common 
public space provided by the streets. This strategy is well-
suited for phased and incremental development through 
strong participatory planning, rather than pursuing the 
complex implementation of a full-fledged upgrading 
and urban layout plan as a single-phased approach. The 
incremental approach based on the prioritization of streets 
will ensure that strategic choices are made and that the streets 
selected for improvement or implementation initially are 
actually the ones that are likely to bring the best outcome 
in terms of development opportunities, poverty reduction, 
optimization of land use and generation of wealth as a 
result of increase in property values. The approach will also 
ensure that city level concerns for connectivity and mobility 
are considered. Further, implementation targets can be set 
and gradually enhanced in keeping with the technical, 
managerial and financial capacity of local government.

6. 	S treets are social spaces for 
participatory planning

This strategy uses streets not only as a physical entity for 
mobility and accessibility – through which water and 
sewerage pipes, power lines, and drainage systems are laid 
– but as the common good and the public domain where 
social, cultural and economic activities are articulated, 
reinforced and facilitated. The existing and to be upgraded 
street network provides a given structure of owners and 
tenants who already know each other and have common 
interests as they share the same space and its associations. 
Organizing a neighbourhood for a participatory intervention 
along these given structures is therefore highly efficient and 
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