
GOING GREEN
A HANDBOOK OF SUSTAINABLE HOUSING PRACTICES  

IN DEVELOPING COUNTRIES

UNITED NATIONS HUMAN SETTLEMENTS PROGRAMME
P.O.Box 30030,Nairobi 00100,Kenya;
Tel: +254-20-7623120;
Fax: +254-20-76234266/7 (Central office)
infohabitat@unhabitat.org www.unhabitat.org

The housing sector is in a prime position to mitigate climate change 
and make environmentally-friendly cities. Going Green provides an 
overview of sustainable housing practices with a focus on ‘green’ 
building materials and construction technologies, and climate-
responsive housing and settlement design. However, improving 
the sustainability of housing is not only a technical challenge and 
this book shows how environmental aspects can be successfully 
interwoven with the social, cultural and economic milieu in which 
they are proposed, adopted and, ideally, scaled-up to meet the 
massive housing demand in developing countries.
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This handbook introduces the linkages between current urbanization in the developing world, 
the housing sector and global warming. The housing sector is in a key position to mitigate climate 
change making environmentally friendly affordable housing strategies opportune and crucial. 
The housing sector is the single most efficient sector that can, without extra costs, address the 
issue of climate change. Scaling up efforts of making the housing stock of developingcountries 
more environmentally friendly can make a great difference in terms of climate change mitigation 
and adaptation as well as improve quality of life and human wellbeing.

In order to achieve sustainable housing a comprehensive approach is needed that includes not only 
environmental but also social, economic, cultural, and institutional sustainability dimensions. In 
order to make housing sustainable it needs to be connected to sustainable settlement planning 
strategies including specific urban forms such as compact city and mixed land use, infrastructure 
networks, services, employment possibilities, connectivity, environmental matters,  disaster risk 
reduction strategies and tenure security. Building according to the prevailing climatic conditions 
is crucial in terms of saving energy and improved environmental conditions. Traditional and 
recycled construction materials are in general more environmentally friendly than contemporary 
materials such as concrete and burnt bricks but sometimes combining both can increase the life-
span of the building. Energy efficiency of new buildings and environmental retrofitting of old 
buildings are both of great importance and should be connected to strategies of using renewable 
energy and saving water in housing.

Governmental incentives are crucial in order to support the sustainable housing sector. Low-
income communities should be supported to access the initial investment needed to pay for 
sustainable housing. Communities should be helped to be involved in housing planning, design 
and management and the construction processes used to build up the skills of people. The 
specific needs of different groups such as different gender, ages and indigenous/cultural groups 
need to be taken into account. Pilot projects addressing sustainable housing are important but 
it is crucial to scale up sustainable housing practices beyond pilot level. In these efforts the 
institutional and regulatory environment, monitoring and evaluation, capacity development/
building, communication and governmental incentives are important.

Executive summary 



KEY MESSAGES

In this chapter the purpose and structure of the handbook is outlined and the underpinnings 
of sustainable housing presented. The importance of an integrated comprehensive approach to 
sustainable housing is highlighted alongside the need to scale up sustainable housing supply in 
developing countries.  

Sustainable housing:  why is it important?
•	 The housing sector plays a noteworthy role in the current global environmental crisis but 

it also offers one of the largest possibilities of any sector to mitigate global climate change.

•	 Global urbanization is fastest in the developing countries and slums and informal settlements 
are rapidly growing making affordable sustainable housing strategies crucial in this context.

•	 Sustainable housing practices are still weak in developing countries and need support to 
bring sustainable housing solutions to scale. 

Taking a comprehensive approach to sustainable housing
•	 Sustainable housing should be seen as a comprehensive process taking into account 

environmental, social, cultural, economic and institutional matters. 

•	 The whole life-span of a house needs to be considered from the very beginning.

•	 Demonstration projects concerning affordable sustainable housing are important to test, 
influence and inspire, but scaling up sustainable housing practices is fundamental and 
should be the main goal.

Social sustainability       
•	 In practice, social sustainability has many dimensions with various strategies, for example 

the empowerment of poor communities; inclusion of all groups in planning, design and 
governance decisions; building the skills of people; and creating training and employment 
opportunities through construction processes. 

•	 Inclusion of low-income groups in housing strategies can increase security and decrease 
social tensions in cities.                                 

•	 Particular urban forms and approaches such as mixed land use and density can promote 
social integration and equity.
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