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Preface

“The States parties to the present Covenant recognize the right of everyone to
an adequate standard of living for himself [or herself] and his [or her] family,
including adequate food, clothing and housing, and to the continuous improve-
ment of living conditions.”

International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, Article 11(1).

Despite the commitment of States to the full and progressive realization of the right to
adequate housing expressed in the Universal Declaration on Human Rights and the
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) — and the
reaffirmation of this distinct right in the Habitat Agenda, with extensive elaboration on
actions needed for its full and progressive realisation — an increasing number of people are
being denied this basic components of the right to an adequate standard of living. In fact,
among the economic, social and cultural rights referred to in these and other international
treaties, the human right to adequate housing is among the most frequently violated.
Furthermore, many people are constantly facing deteriorating housing conditions, and
millions of people world-wide are currently threatened by planned forced evictions. In many
countries, women are routinely deprived of their housing rights, and have no or limited access
to ownership and/or inheritance of land, housing or other property. Moreover, the denial of
housing rights to particular groups has often been used actively for political purposes, as
recent cases of ethnic cleansing in the Balkans illustrate.

While the scale of the problem is vast, no uniform methodology exists to date, which
allows for a detailed analysis of the status of housing rights world-wide. Inconsistencies in
data collection methods, gaps in cross-national information, and the absence of general
statistical models pertaining to housing rights inevitably result in a limited view of the status
of housing rights as it exists in the world today. While other indicators of other economic,
social and cultural rights have been well established and used within international circles for
decades, housing rights have generally eluded this trend toward quantification. This leaves
housing rights advocates and experts at a distinct disadvantage, working at best with
piecemeal information, which does not form an adequate basis for cross-case comparison or
longitudinal analysis.

Because of these and other considerations, it is past time for ‘housing rights’ as a concept
to be translated into quantifiable and measurable indicators which would provide for a more
detailed and comprehensive view of the status of housing rights both within particular
countries, and within the world as a whole. Such information not only helps housing rights
practitioners’ view housing rights issues with greater clarity, but would also provide an
opportunity for diagnosing and addressing the major obstacles to the realisation of housing
rights. As such, the use of indicators within the field of housing rights can, if applied in a
precise and systematic manner, contribute to the realisation of these rights in a variety of
ways. Indeed, one of the first steps toward addressing violations of housing rights is
developing a strategy by which the status of these rights can be clearly defined and measured.
Simply put, before attacking the problem of housing rights violations, one must know clearly
what those problems are, how they are manifested, who they affect, and how these violations
relate to other factors. As Mr. Danilo Tiirk, former United Nations Special Rapporteur on the
Realisation of Economic, Social and Cultural Rights noted — without the availability of a
measurement device based on some form of statistical data, there is little chance of obtaining
an overall picture which shows the extent to which these rights are realised or violated.
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Housing rights indicators, therefore, can provide one means of assessing the realisation of
housing rights, both within a given country and within the world.

Additionally, housing rights indicators can help to reveal some of the difficulties
associated with fulfilling housing rights within specific countries or regions, and may help
pave the way toward the development of effective strategies aimed at promoting and
protecting housing rights. For example, national-level variables pertaining to legal protection,
financial expenditure, and status of unauthorised settlements all have the potential to
influence the status of housing rights overall, in both positive and negative ways. Indicators
can also reveal useful information about the extent to which housing rights are protected
within States, suggest reasons why housing rights are or are not being enjoyed, and can reveal
specific information about which groups are most likely to suffer housing rights violations.
Similarly, indicators can provide relative yardsticks whereby countries can compare their own
progress with that of other countries, especially countries at the same level of socio-economic
development, as well as providing a mechanism by which to measure ‘progressive realisation’
within a single country over time.

As this report explains, and as housing rights experts well know, ‘housing rights’ cannot
be thought of as a merely one-dimensional concept. Rather, housing rights are multi-faceted
and involve multiple issues relating to, infer alia, security of tenure, adequacy of housing,
equality before the law, and non-discrimination. Housing cannot be thought of as merely
having four walls and a roof, but involves an intricate consideration of adequacy, health,
security, and the law. As such, a richer understanding of housing rights necessitates that data
be collected addressing many distinct components.

In particular, this report addresses the need to disaggregate housing rights data, so as to
pay particular attention to the housing conditions of particularly marginalised groups,
including women, children, the elderly, refugees, internally displaced persons, indigenous
peoples, ethnic and other minorities, and people living in poverty. The set of housing rights
indicators proposed in this report has been prepared with the understanding that the final set
of indicators will be used to collect data at a disaggregated level, as requested by the Habitat
Agenda. This important issue highlights the fact that in order for housing rights to be
respected, they must be ensured for all.

The United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-HABITAT) and the Office of
the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) believe that housing
rights are fundamental human rights affecting not only the health and well being of every
person, but also the human dignity of every person. Everyone, everywhere, has the right to an
adequate, safe and secure home in which to live. The two agencies have thus established the
United Nations Housing Rights Programme (UNHRP), as a joint initiative to assist States and
other stakeholders with the implementation of their commitments in the Habitat Agenda to
ensure the full and progressive realisation of the right to adequate housing as provided for in
international instruments.

This fifth report of the UNHRP has been prepared as the main background document for
an expert group meeting to be convened in 2003. It is hoped that the deliberations of that
meeting will facilitate the development of a global monitoring and evaluation system that can
assist States and other stakeholders with the implementation of their commitments in the
Habitat Agenda, to “the full and progressive realisation of the right to adequate housing as
provided for in international instruments.”
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