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The Challenge of Slum Research

everyone can grow

This conference brought together academics and practitioners 
confronting the challenge of housing the rapidly growing urban 
populations worldwide. It was organised by the Research Cluster of 
the EcoHouse Initiative, a consortium of senior academics based in the 
departments of Architecture, Engineering and Land Economy at the 
University of Cambridge.
Steve Jones from the Humanitarian Centre chaired the event which was 
opened by Dr Gemma Burgess from the Department of Land Economy in 
Cambridge introducing the theme and the work EcoHouse Initiative has 
been doing in this area as a technology and knowledge transfer agent. The 
EcoHouse Initiative is a multidisciplinary program that aims to facilitate 
sustainable growth in the context of poverty and climate change in the 
developing world. For further information about the initiative, please visit 
www.ecohouseresearch.co.uk
During the event, a series of presentations and chaired discussions 
addressed a variety of aspects of doing research and developing projects 
in the context of informal settlements. The conference was divided into 
three sessions: Presentations by academics and practitioners, chaired 
discussions, and the keynote speech by Sir David King.

of the public and to enable follow-up discussions with the presenters and 
attendees. 



Presentation by Academics 
and  Practitioners

The Myth of Resettlement in Delhi 
Kavita Ramakrishnan
Department of Geography. University of Cambridge.

Housing Relocations and Eviction in Rio 
de Janeiro
Dr Melissa Fernandez Arrigoitia

The Right to be Recognised: The Case of 
Old Fadama Slum in Accra, Ghana
Nicky Morrison

Reimagining Mumbai

Kibera Public Space Project:  A Participatory 
Approach to Upgrading in Nairobi’s Largest Slum
Joe Mulligan

Technology in Slums
Mike Fallows

Knowledge Transfer
Prof Ash Amin
Department of Geography. University of Cammbridge

Scaling Up

Department of Architecture. University of Cambridge

Prof Christine Whitehead

The Future of Urban Development
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The Myth of Resettlement in Delhi

Kavita Ramakrishnan
Department of Geography. University of Cambridge

RESEARCH 

Ms Ramakrishnan’s presentation draws our attention to the topic of slum resettlement, which too 
often is clouded by myths of improved housing and circumstances for the poor. Through a case study of 
families displaced from the Yamuna Pushta settlements in Delhi to Bawana, a resettlement colony located 

instead demonstrates their negative impact on the colony in the subsequent years. In her presentation, 
Ms Ramakrishnan also addresses the importance of understanding ‘community’ and ‘dispossession’, 
which impacts how urban scholars and practitioners view both life in the resettlement colony and forced 
displacement overall. 

Approximately 200,000 people were evicted in Delhi during the lead-up to the 2010 
Commonwealth Games, with the consequent demolition of their homes in then existing slums 

In the aftermath of this demolition and relocation, Ms Ramakrishnan began her anthropological 
study, focusing on how residents perceive the city’s future; where they saw their place in it; 
and how perceptions of this future had impacted their idea of their ‘right to the city’. She 
explained the residents’ perceptions through metaphors they uttered during interviews, which 
convey a strong sense of marginalization and disruption of their migrant trajectories. Residents 

eviction. Although state policies envision an improvement in the living standards for the resettled 
families, the residents felt more isolated and less secure in their new settlement. Additionally, the 
eviction ruptured long-standing employment, forcing families to sustain themselves through a 

long distances to the city and constructing new houses in the colony. Under such pressures and 

slum settlements has been destroyed. 
In her case study, Ms Ramakrishnan raises two challenges for thinking through resettlement 
and conducting research amongst the urban poor. Firstly, she encourages an examination of 
preconceived notions of ‘community’: During the demolition and eviction process, communities 
were broken up and people sent to different resettlement colonies. This abrupt change 
fragmented long-standing social networks and has created a forced ‘community’ where people 
feel hesitant to trust and mix with others. Secondly, she aims to convey dispossession as an 
ongoing process across the rural-urban divide: Bawana is geographically as well as metaphorically 
an in-between space, neither in the village (the original homes of the resettled migrants), nor 
in the city (the past homes in the slum settlements). The displacement to Bawana is another 
‘space’ inhabited by these migrants, albeit in a forced capacity. In conclusion, eviction is not just 
a movement from the city to the outskirts of the city, but a shattering of the migrant trajectory 
that connects those resettled from the village to the city to its outskirts.
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Housing relocations and eviction in Rio de Janeiro

Dr Melissa Fernández Arrigoitia

RESEARCH 

Building on the information presented by Ms Ramakrishman, Dr Fernández showed her ongoing 
research on evictions and relocations as a result of the Olympic developments in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. 
Following the situation at three different settlement sites spread across Rio, Dr Fernández focused on the 

Rio de Janeiro is a city full of contrasts: the city is enjoying a phenomenal economic growth; 
the gender division in salary is one of the greatest in the country; it’s worldwide the 13th most 
expensive city; and it has over 800,000 people living in favelas (slum settlements). In this context, 
Rio de Janeiro has been undertaking urban developments for the forthcoming Olympic Games 
in 2016. The main projects include Porto Maravilha, a major re-development project that means 
displacing at least 140 families; a Rapid Bus Transit system with four lines; and the Olympic 
project site itself. The research is centred on evictions and relocations that have affected 37 
communities and around 11,000 families. The families are being mainly moved to peripheral 
zones through the national housing programme ‘Minha Casa Minha Vida’, available to low income 
families. 
Fieldwork was conducted between August and December 2013 in three different places: two 
displaced communities and one threatened favela community. Recanto de Natureza, one of 
the relocation sites for families, is found at the periphery of the city. Here families found an 
improved housing quality, however commercial, health and education centres could only be 
reached on foot or via infrequent public transport with large distances in-between them and, 
due to the rapid increase in people, there is an on-going overcrowding of schools and shortage 
in supplies. In the eviction process, 69% of the families had to change their jobs which were no 
longer available due to the new location, and overall earned lower salaries than before. In Bairro 

access to day care units, libraries and other facilities within the community. Nonetheless, Bairro 
Carioca remains an isolated unit from the rest of the city limiting opportunity and heightening 
the sense of marginalisation. In Vila Autodromo, more than 500 families have resisted the eviction 
plans of the government and drawn the attention of the global media to the threat of losing 
their homes due to the Olympic development plans through an alternative community-driven 
development and urbanisation plan.
Conducting research in such a politically charged environment requires an abundance of 

of getting access to sites and information from the municipalities; to the reluctance of local 
academics to share information (academic territoriality); the messy social context; and the 
shifting and controversial political environment, all test the determination and ability of a 
researcher to unravel the complexity on the ground and pursue their research. 
Dr Fernández believes it may be too soon to evaluate the full extent of the government actions; 
however the voids created in the process to families’ lives, both economical and emotional, are 
already evident and need to be addressed by the academic community and decision makers.
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The right to be recognized: the Case of Old 
Fadama Slum, in Accra, Ghana

Dr Nicky Morrison

RESEARCH 

Key to the structure and running of an informal urban is its location both geographically and 
in the perception of the government. In the case of ‘Old Fadama’, it is in the eye of both, but 
consistently resists the processes of formalisation and upgrading, that ought to drive it. Dr 

that led to an exodus from the North of Ghana to Accra. Families were attracted to Old 
Fadama due to its central location, access to jobs, and low-cost housing. The place became an 

living on 147 hectares (1 person per 18m2 compared to over 150m2 per person for Tokyo), 
in an environmentally degraded area, and with a long history of evictions. The slum has not 
received formal recognition from the government and runs counter to the Accra Metropolitan 
Assembly’s (AMA), which aims to ‘clean up’ the city, and consequently, to evict all members in the 
community.
Dr Morrison started her study in 2012 with Amnesty international public awareness campaign 
and continued in 2013 with follow up interviews, the ‘Slum Radio Project’, and links between 
academia and grassroots organisations working in slums. The questions that led the research 
were: What happens without the local government’s formal recognition of a slum? Why does 
status quo persist? The analytical framework was divided between the New institutionalism 
(Koelble 1995) and the role of informal rules and conventions (Lowdes 2009), analysing the rules 
of the game, key players and how their interests are being served by current arrangements. 
Crucial to the process of formalisation is to be recognised by the authority and to have the 
security that their houses will not be demolished. The recognition of the entire slum is the initial 
step to go from informal (no security, lawless, unregulated) to formal (tenure security, rules 

AMA does not formally recognise the district to avoid the provision of basic services. On the 
other hand, informality allows a system of unregulated entrepreneurial businesses to emerge in 
absence of governmental provisions. Further, the young slum dwellers do not have the intention 

and although they live in simple shacks, they can sub-divide and sub-let. Residents invest in their 

being evicted.
Despite to resistance to change, community development organisations are determined to 
initiate the process of formalisation as the living conditions continue to worsen. Nonetheless, as 

which in absence of political will is impossible. Moreover, different groups take advantage of the 
informality cycle, and therefore the status quo persist.
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Reimagining Mumbai 

PRACTICE 

With many years of experience in designing and constructing in India amongst other places, Mr Sagoo 
takes us on a journey of how research has enabled him to make innovative designs and go beyond the 
conventions and standard practices of his metier. In the context of low-rise, densely populated urban 

unsolved challenges of our time. 

main axis to allow access to the various neighbourhoods. Although the original layout has not 
changed since the 18th century, the organisation of the urban interior and function has evolved 

anthropological and technical design considerations in mind, the community of Palahi in Punjab 
was developed on agricultural land with a bare and simple structure which the residents could 
use as a starting point to shape their homes and businesses.  
The company Foster & Partners were tasked to design the sustainable city of Masdar in Abu 
Dhabi, United Arab Emirates, to house 90,000 people on 820 hectares. This zero carbon 
development differentiates from other projects due to its passive design: The buildings create a 
sustainable and a dense structure for shading the streets and doorways, preventing overheating. 
In a typical Western design in Mumbai the ground surface temperature is approximately 57ºC, 
while in Masdar City it is 33ºC during the day.
Dharavi, in Mumbai, is one of the most densely populated districts in the world (175 hectares 
for one million people) and surprisingly also one of the most sustainable, with a negative carbon 
emission count, being the recycling district of the entire city of Mumbai. Mr Sagoo’s research 
comprised a study of the density of the area, visits to the site, and interviews with residents 
in order to understand the complexity of the place. It showed the recycling turnover which 
employs around 250,000 families, the 15,000 mini-factories that work under black market 
rules, and the mix of different economic backgrounds, with well-equipped families next to less 
advantaged. The study showed that the social structure is crucial to the workings of this district.

buildings and no inclusion of cars except on the exterior main streets. The design is thought 
to enable gradual transitions, piece by piece, following the school of thought of favouring 
spontaneous development. Moreover, the project has a humanitarian side, which is based on 
three aspects: to create an infrastructure spine to supply bare utilities such as fresh water, 
electricity and internet access; to have structural building platform upon which residents can 
create their homes; and to provide green public spaces by eliminating some of the building 
space. Historically, these design concepts have enjoyed success as in the case of Aranya in Indore 
(developed by Vastu Shilpa Foundation, Balkrishna V. Doshi 1983-89). 
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Kibera Public Space Project: a Participatory 
Approach to Upgrading in Nairobi’s Largest Slum  

Joe Mulligan

PRACTICE 

The Kounkuey Design Initiative founded in 2006 operates in many different countries with current projects 
in Haiti, Ghana, Kenya and the US. Here we learn about the Initiative’s work in Kibera, Kenya, which has 
engaged community groups in the participatory design of public spaces and local infrastructure. 

Kibera is an informal settlement not far from the centre of Nairobi, Kenya, with up to one million 
habitants (depending on which statistics you take) in an area just over 200 hectares. The slum has a 

high theft risk, and is on environmentally degraded land due to polluted water from the river. 
Residents have shown to be very resilient to past events and to have a strong sense of community.
Since 2007 KDI has been working on the Kibera Public Space Project, a network of public spaces 

an environmental liability into a usable public space, authored and operated by its end-users. 
The programme followed three strategies: engage multi-stake holder participation, alignment and 
agreements; sectorial integration; and networked social change. Multi-stakeholder participation is 
crucial and it is developed through designing with the groups involved followed by a democratic 
process of selection, whereby the community chooses different physical, programmatic and 
commercial interventions, bounded by constraints of space and budget. Next a master plan is 
developed, detailed in terms of infrastructure, and executed by residents in conjunction with the 
technical experts from KDI. Following construction and implementation the initiative continue 
to support residents in the development of their businesses to ensure that the site can generate 
income to fund the ongoing maintenance of the site, as well as improving livelihoods. 

very nature of being deeply rooted in the culture and mechanisms of the particular community at 
hand. From Mr Mulligan’s experience a successful implementation requires at least two years of 
focused work. Common to the various projects is the main objective of using physical remediation 
to improve the quality of life, generate skill transfer, and social networks between sites. The transfer 
of knowledge and experiences from one community to the other has shown to be effective, 

be escalated upwards to reach governmental decision makers. Therefore a platform called Watsan 
Portal: Kibera was created with a Nairobi City Water and Sewerage Company, to facilitate decision-
making around water and sanitation projects. 
Despite its challenges, the participatory design process has shown to have a positive impact in 
numerous cases on the lives of the people involved. The outcomes of the projects are very well 
understood (new businesses, number of jobs, facilities, users and income) and in their next project 
KDI is looking to measure the actual impact of a project using the Multidimensional Poverty Index 
as a broad baseline for understanding poverty in a complex urban environment. 
“Good development practice facilitates emergence; it builds on what we’ve got and with
it goes to scale… in order to do something big—to think globally and act globally—
one starts with something small and one starts where it counts.” Small Change by Nabeel Hamdi
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Technology in slums    

Mike Fallows

PRACTICE 

The student-led EcoHouse Initiative has been working since 2011 in collaboration with the NGO 
TECHO in Brazil and Ecuador to improve the quality of life of slum dwellers through transitional housing 
solutions. Expanding their reach, the Information Systems division was formed to take advantage of 
readily available IT solutions and turn these into effective tools in the initiative’s development work. 

and TV in basic homes made out of tin and scraps of wood. In slum settlements close or within 
cities, electricity tends to be abundant legally or illegally. Government schemes are even using 

of city migrants. To take the use of these technologies further, various NGOs have developed 
programs that enable them to share information better and help to facilitate their work on site. 
In India, the hole in the wall education program, inserted computers in street walls for passing 
by children to use and gain exposure to an increasing technologically orientated society. On 
the medical end of the spectrum, Medic Mobile is a program using frontline SMS to help track if 
clinics have run out of drugs. But SMS technology can also be used as an alternative currency as 
is the case in Nigeria to pay for services and goods and to transfer money to remote areas in 
form of remittances. 
The initiative engaged in three different projects: collecting sensor information from prototype 
houses to improve the design in future iterations; tracking spending behaviours of individuals to 
create credit histories for loans; and distribute low-cost computing devices such as Raspberry 

Khan academy. Initial implementation trials show great promise with each of these solutions to 
improve the lives of the affected people. Additionally, the Initiative is undertaking trials to identify 

includes smartphone platforms as well as SMS based systems such as Frontline SMS. Schemes are 
using electricity, and consequently technology, as life-style changing move. 
Nonetheless, introducing these technologies into slum communities poses challenges in 

Various technological solutions have now been made available; however, their successful 
application will still depend on a holistic strategy by the implementers. 
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Knowledge Transfer  

Professor Ash Amin

CHAIRED DISCUSSIONS

This discussion session was led by Professor Amin who introduces this session by raising various questions 
on the current practices of knowledge transfer. He draws our awareness to the inter-disciplinary research, 

Professor Amin raised questions about the shifting but necessary line between experts and communities, 
asserting that the politics of knowledge itself is deeply implicated in the discussion of slum futures.

What is the nature of academic practice in slum research? And how can we rethink the 
academic practice? Research in this topic is performed by people with differing backgrounds 

and transferring information amongst each other is essential for a complete and accurate 
understanding of the subject. Yet once information has been collected, consolidated – co-
produced, how to proceed with it? Is this information relevant beyond its academic context? In 
that sense, the value of co-production, community participation and knowledge production add 
to the discussion of slum futures. The importance of getting information from and sharing with 
the communities is key to the relevance of slum research, to say the very least. 
The knowledge division between experts and sources is intrinsic and at the end of the process 
of gathering information, the expert seeks to have the understanding he set out to have. 
However, the knowledge tends to leave with the expert. So how can academics effectively 
transfer the information back to the users and local governments? Will this information be 
intelligible and of practical use? Further, the knowledge generated through research should be 
validated and transformed in order to create a genuine common awareness. For this purpose, 
keeping an active contact base and information up to date, new technologies can play a crucial 
role. 
In the discussion, questions were raised on knowledge necessitating actions by decision makers: 
How is it possible to get municipalities and local governments to listen and want to adopt 

themselves and achieve real impact? A common knowledge base is seen to be crucial. To have 

debate, in conjunction with an archive of knowledge and escalating the topic in higher education. 
The interest of researchers for practising research on these matters was challenged. Despite 
their direct access to information, validated by theoretical frameworks and peer reviewed 
publications, information is seldom transferred to the communities and local authorities. 
Moreover, research is led by researchers’ interests, which may not overlap with local interests or 
communities’ needs, resulting in no practical outcomes. Is it ethical to conduct research about 

practising what they preach and share information and include the co-production of knowledge 
into the academic process.
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Scaling up  

Christine Whitehead

CHAIRED DISCUSSIONS

Led by Dr Hernandez and Prof Whitehead this discussion session analyses the factors  which limit the process 
of scaling up innovations. The terminology of “slum research” may in itself suggest a failure of the system that 
ought to be changed from the  outside. Taking examples from the past, we see how similar situations have been 

how f who resides in slums was crucial for the success and prosperity that followed.

During a past conference in Porto Alegre, Brazil, the panel on which Dr Hernandez was on received 
heavy criticism by a slum dweller. She challenged the panel to move beyond the academic sphere and 
actively interact with the people of her slum. The panel followed her invitation and found themselves 
stunned by the level of sophistication of the people working on development projects. Dr Hernandez 
notes that as academics we tend to isolate ourselves from the community and thus miss the 
opportunities for bringing about sustainable change. 
Such Chinese Walls around information is common practise in organisations including governmental and 

acquisition and communication are key topics that have been pushed  under the carpet too often at 
the onset of a research project. Since this experience, Dr Hernandez has pushed himself to enter slum 
communities and facilitate the knowledge transfer process beyond the academic network. 
In the discussion three main issues were raised with the process of scaling up: The view that slums are a 
failure of the system; the tendency to stereotype slum dwellers as socially inappropriate; and the lack of 
communication between researchers and practitioners. Shifting our perspective and realising that a slum 
is another expression of the system, may enable us to overcome this stigma and break the social barrier.
Prof Whitehead draws our attention to the need of formalisation when attempting to scale up 
solutions. Effective replication cannot happen without sme consistency. Local and national government 
participation is necessary for the future success of many such social development projects. Also an 

large scale replication. 
In Victorian times during the expansion of the railway infrastructure, many families were evicted from 
their land to facilitate the construction of railway stations. However, in the long run the infrastructure 
enabled new employment and economic growth in those regions. Quantitatively, on some evidence 

they are disconnected from transportation and utility networks, increasing the cost of provision. The 
lesson drawn is that concessions need to be made, yet a collaborative effort is an important in the 
process. 
Over the last three decades we have seen a noticeable improvement in living conditions of people living 

following many different approaches to scale up ideas. There is not just one way for scaling up, but to 
succeed learning from previous examples is key.
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The Future of Urban Development

KEYNOTE

In his presentation, Professor Sir David King takes us on a journey into the future. How will the world 

look into the future and see what challenges but also opportunities lie ahead. To survive and do well, Sir 
David encourages us to be holistic, considering economy, quality of life and environment together as basic 
elements for development.

It is predicted that in 2020 more than 70% of the world population will be living in urban areas; 
resources are limited; the planet has 60% of the ecosystems already degraded and 80% of the 
world population already live in areas with high threat to water security. Whilst being concerned 
about these challenges, Sir David draws us to the economic opportunities that come with cities, 
and sees these as the starting point of major development in the past and future. 
Sea level and temperature measurements demonstrate clearly that climate change is real, 
accompanied by a proliferation of extreme climatic events. In this, Britain is at high risk of 

resilient to climate impacts. Based on information from different sources it is possible to develop 
solutions for the future. In the front line of the struggle to reduce the impacts of climate change, 
the international focus should be on the reduction of carbon emissions, designing carbon free 

government is going in the right direction by introducing policies such as an 80% CO2 reduction 
by 2050, de-fossilising the grid by 2050, and transferring the transport sector onto the grid. It 
needs to engage the international audience with these objectives.
The 21st century challenges can be categorised into different classes: minerals, climate change, 

terrorism, and food production. Here, the urban population is the driver of these challenges, 
which need to be faced in conjunction and not separately due to their inter-dependency. As 
an example, a poor urban layout affects the transport systems and the health of the people, 
who spend long hours exposed to transport-related pollution. The inter-correlation is not only 

Technology can have a real impact in these challenges. Examples, such as rechargeable electric 
vehicles, are viable alternative options to carbon emissions that can positively change our future.
In response to these challenges the global hub Future Cities Catapult was formed. This Catapult, 
funded by the British Government, is a technology and innovation centre based in the UK, 
in London, for doing research and development to generate economic growth. The Future 
Cities centre is focused on urban development in OECD countries and in the rapid emergent 
economies in the developing world. Its aim is to be an urban innovation centre, cities lab, 
working for the opportunity of an inclusive urban growth in developing countries.
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