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TOGETHER ... The ‘Saamstaan’ (Stand Together’) block in Mondesa where 30 SDF-members built their 
houses.

Living their dreams 
in brick houses
• ADAM HARTMAN

THERE are nearly 300 former 
shack dwellers in Erongo who 
are now living in brick houses, 

while another 30 are busy building 
their ‘dream’ houses.

Although the figure is small 
considering the 2011 population 
and housing census released earlier 
this year by the Namibia Statistics 
Agency (NSA) that shows that one 
out of three households in Erongo 
lives in shacks (that is about 14 500 
households), there is still a glimmer 
of hope for shack dwellers with the 

dream of having a house.
What makes this dream possible 

is the savings scheme of the Shack 
Dwellers Federation (SDF).

“SDF’s saving scheme is for 
the low income people; mostly 
those living in shacks, to one day 
get a proper brick house. It helps 
those that do not have money and 
think they will never own a house 
because they earn so little,” said 
Johanna Nembungu, SDF facili-
tator for Erongo; who also bene-
fited from the scheme. “We were 
referred to as the ‘poor people’ but 
this was a ‘curse’; that’s why it is 

HOME ... Johanna Nembungu, Erongo facilitator for the Shack Dwell-
ers Federation (SDF), in front of her house in Asser Kapere Street, 
Swakopmund, which she built herself and now owns, thanks to the 
SDF saving scheme.

HAPPY ... Some of the 30 beneficiaries who now have houses, which 
they built themselves at Swakopmund. All of those The Namibian spoke 
to lived in backyard shacks and never thought they would one day live 
in a house. The SDF saving scheme however made the difference.

called low-income earners now.”
She comes from a family of 

whom many members lived in back 
yard shacks. In 1999, when the 
Namibia Housing Action Group 
took the SDF under its wings, 
the possibility for shack dwellers 
to own their own houses became 
possible with the basic principle of 
saving. There are 3 236 members of 
SDF in Erongo.

Nembungu and 29 others, who 
lived in shacks in Swakopmund 
were of the first groups in the region 
to participate in the savings plan.

“Members must buy a saving 
booklet from SDF for N$6 and then 
start saving. The SDF evaluates the 
savings every six months. Once 
land is available, those who man-
aged to save for the land and depos-
it will get the opportunity to build 
their own house,” she explained.

She said that her group saved 
with one, two and five cent coins 
to get their N$750 deposit (each) 
which qualified them for a N$15 
000 loan to build a house. Because 
of the rising costs of materials, 
loans have increased to N$30 000 

– which is still affordable for those 
who earn relatively low salaries.

They would have 11 years to pay 
back the loans, and even if they 
cannot, they will be given grace 
periods – with stern reminders. 
Interest was at 1% a year, but has 
been reduced to 0,5%.

“Sometimes we struggle because 
work and income are not always 
there. It’s a very nice program if 
people just understood – and if we 
could get land from the municipal-
ity,” she said.

Nembungu humbly showed off 
her house in Asser Kapere Street 
in Mondesa, which she built 
herself, brick by brick; from a con-
tainer-sized dwelling to a sizable 
home.

The other members of her group 
collected N$15 000 for the land, 
which is N$2 000 per person. They 
paid their deposits for the loans 
and are now living in houses on 
‘Saamstaan’ block in Mondesa.

Former shack dwellers, Erika 
Gowases and Sussanna Gases, said 
the beneficiaries serviced the land 
themselves; laying water and sew-

erage lines and building the houses 
with their own hands.

“We would not have had 
the houses if it was not for the 
scheme,” she said.

There are concerns about the 
agreement between the beneficiar-
ies and the scheme that stipulates 
that until every member of a group 
settles their loan, none of the 
group members will get ownership 
of their houses. Nembungu said 
these are issues that need to be 
ironed out with the SDF.

There are many members of the 
scheme, but the big challenge is 
the municipalities making land 
available.

“It’s not the programme that is 
slow; it’s the municipalities. We 
can’t just take land, we have to wait 
for the municipalities. We can’t do 
anything until we get land,” said 
Nembungu. “The scheme makes 
it possible for people to get hous-
es, and the members are waiting 
for the land to be available. The 
waiting is the price one pays but 
if the land comes, the waiting was 
worth it.”

• SHINOVENE IMMANUEL

NAMIBIA’S biggest grassroots 
housing federation says hous-
es built in the first two years 

of the mass housing project will 
not benefit the poor people.

The Shack Dwellers Federation 
of Namibia (SDFN), a pro-poor 
household saving group which 
represents about 20 000 families 
seeking houses of their own coun-
trywide, was initially part of the 
mass housing project but was later 
sidelined as beneficiaries of houses 
in the first two years of the project.

The federation’s national fa-
cilitator, Edith Mbanga, told The 
Namibian that the federation is 
in a dilemma because it has lost 
international financial backing 
because of the impression that its 
members would benefit from the 
new housing initiative.

Mbanga, however, said  the fed-
eration is now in need of a finan-
cial injection to keep their activi-
ties on track after being told by the 
government that its members will 
only benefit from the mass housing 
programme after 2016.

Community savings have been 
used to acquire land and to lever-
age additional government contri-
butions, enabling the group to build 
over 2 000 houses and to secure 
land for about 3 500 families. 

Mbanga said prices range from 
N$30 000 for a one-bedroom 

HAVE YOUR SAY ... Any 
housing project under 
the Namibia Housing 
Action group or the 
Shack Dwellers Feder-
ation involve people’s 
input right from the 
beginning.

21 years and still going strong
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• HENDRINA SHUUNYUNI

THE Shack Dwellers Federation 
of Namibia celebrates  21 years 
of supporting people’s housing 

progress this year. This people’s 
initiative to improve the living condi-
tions of their families started in 1987.

The first support was initiated by  
the church-based community leaders 
Lindi Hartung and Bishop Zephania 
Kameeta, who brought together 
people living with insecure condi-
tions in hidden back yard shelters 
and overcrowded rented rooms.  
Confronted with the challenges these 
households faced on a daily basis, 
they brought the people together to 
start discussing possible solutions to  
their needs.

Hartung and Bishop Kameeta were 
later joined by Richard Pakleppa, 
Peter van Wyk, Anna Muller and 
Magret Mensah-Williams, giving 
technical and organisational support 
to Saamstaan in Windhoek and later 
Khara Tsaiseb in Mariental and 
Keetmanshoop Housing Union. 

In October 1992 the communities 
established the Namibia Housing 
Action Group (NHAG) as their 
umbrella body and during 1993 they 
employed their own support service 

Housing for the 
masses but not 
with the masses

house to N$50 000 for a two-bed-
room house. These prices, she said, 
are affordable to general workers 
compared to NHE houses that 
would cost over N$200 000.

Mbanga said SDFN will only get 
N$3 million in this financial year, 
an amount that the federation says 
can build close to 100 low-cost 
houses.

SDFN’s concern is that low- 
income earners like domestic 
workers, security guards and other 
general workers will not afford 
NHE houses.

Heinrich Amushila, the region-
al co-ordinator of the Namibia 
Housing Action Group, which is a 
partner to SDFN, also agrees that 
the houses being built by NHE will 
not be affordable for low-income 
people, most of whom live in 
shacks.

Amushila said the N$3 million 
the federation will receive this year 
will not go far.

“It could be better if they 
(government) promised us N$10 
million,” he added.

Unlike the SDFN that is cele-
brating 21 years of existence this 
week, 12 of the 25 companies that 
were awarded mass housing con-
tracts were formed two years ago.

The 12 companies include a few 
owned by well-connected relatives 
and business partners of the polit-
ical elite.

Although President Hifikepunye 

Pohamba promised at the launch 
of the programme last year, that 
grassroots groups such as SDFN 
would benefit, the NHE has side-
lined these organisations.

The SDFN is a network of 574 
urban and rural saving groups 
throughout the country. The group 
has been part of the meetings that 
set up the blueprint of the ambi-
tious programme.

To illustrate how much money 
was gobbled up by the middleman 
companies, The Namibian picked 
of the many tenders awarded and 
analysed the prices. 

Ferusa Capital Financing Part-
ners was awarded the tender to 
build 600 houses in Swakopmund 
for N$173 million. The company 
charged N$5 951 per square metre, 
instead of the N$5 000 threshold.

The company then sub-con-
tracted the job for about N$150 

million, leaving a profit of N$23 
million in their pockets just for 
winning the tender and doing 
nothing else.

Ferusa Capital Financing Part-
ners is owned by the Akwenye 
brothers - Tobias and Nelson.

The 7 Sirs Group which won 
a contract to build 1 595 units in 
Walvis Bay, charged N$5 700 per 
square metre.

The company is co-owned by 
businessman Collin Venaani who 
was quoted in The Namibian 
earlier this year as saying they are 
not the Red Cross Society and are 
therefore not in the business to 
work for charity.

Government has ordered that the 
inflated contracts be renegotiated 
but NHE has ignored the directive.

Gabriel Castro, the adviser 
to the Minister of Regional and 
Local Government and Housing 

and Rural Development, Charles 
Namoloh, has in the past com-
plained about middleman com-
panies he said were not genuine 
empowerment.

“We should cut out the middle-
man as this does not add value to 
what we are doing because it costs 
a lot. There are people making 
money for doing nothing,” Castro 
said earlier this year.

This stance made him unpopular 
with NHE and those who support-
ed the current tender procedures 
that saw contractors turn into 
instant millionaires, who splashed 
the money on flashy vehicles 
before even laying a brick.

He conceded that the middleman 
firms are a result of a political de-
cision aimed at empowering indig-
enous people but said the practice 
would be pointless if government 
does not monitor real progress.

THIS WAY ... Augusta leads a 
discussion about a saving group 
for housing in Windhoek’s Oka-
handja Park. The Shack Dwellers 
Federation and Namibia Housing 
Action Group celebrate 21 years 
of the people’s housing initiative 
in Windhoek.

21 years and still going strong
of land to develop their own housing 
and services with the support of the 
Namibia Housing Action Group 
Support Services.

   The piece of land is located 
in Katutura West opposite Club 
Thriller.   The group started in 1987 
as part of  Saamstaan, when they 
were saving according to the credit 
union methods.  They subsequently 
became part of  the national people’s 
movement, the  Shack Dwellers 
Federation of Namibia (SDFN) 
in 1998.  Their initiatives paved 
the way for the establishment of a 
national network of organised com-
munity which has reached all the 
regions, urban areas as well as rural 
communities.

Land acquisition was a priority 
for the group.  They decided to buy 
their own blocks of land because 
individual plots were too expensive 
and members could not afford them 
due to their low incomes.  The sale 
of a block of land was eventually 
approved by the City of Windhoek 
in 1992 and subsequently People 
Square became the first saving group 
to benefit from the Build Togeth-
er Programme of the  Ministry of 
Regional and Local Government, 
Housing and Rural Development.

The members, with 40 women and 
five men, were very committed as 
they found it difficult to house their 
families in the very expensive and 
very small rented rooms.  Evic-
tions from rented rooms were very 
common, often because of disputes 
with the landlords because of lack of 
privacy.

The members started to save for 
the land while negotiations for the 
land were in progress.  They planned 
the layout of the land and location 
of the houses on the land with 
the support of the NHAG support 
service.  Each member obtained a 
150 square-metre portion. They set 
up rules stipulating their land and 
inheritance rights as members of 
People Square. 

By the time they commenced 
the building of their houses, the 
members as well as their families 
were ready to also take active part 
in the construction process.  They 
acquired skills in making bricks, 
digging foundations and mixing 
of mortar.  The work was made 
easier for the members as they 
could put up their shacks on the 
land.  The group constructed their 
houses in two phases and by 1997 
all 45 members occupied their own 

house. 
The first group built houses 

during 1993/1994 for 24.6 square 
metre, costing N$7 500.  The sec-
ond group completed their houses 
in 1997 and built 32.9 sq metre 
houses for N$12 500.  The group 
also managed to install water and 
sewer lines.   On 9 August 1997, 
the then minister of housing Nickey 
Iyambo officially opened the People 
Square houses.

This process opened the doors 
for thousands of other Namibians 
to follow and learn. Today 3 800 
households have already con-
structed their houses and 6 000 
households are in the process of 
acquiring tenure under the Shack 
Dwellers Federation.  The 20 000 
members of the SDFN also pooled 
N$17 million for their houses.

The People Square development 
also influenced local authorities 
to look at more affordable ways 
of providing land to the poor and 
contributed to the City of Windhoek 
Development and Upgrading strat-
egy.  People Square received a Best 
Practice Award from the Ministry 
of Regional, Local Government and 
Housing during the International 
Habitat Day celebration in 1999. 

to assist them.  
The venue of this 21-year cele-

bration will be at People Square, the 
development of the first group in Na-
mibia.  The group acquired a block 

NOW OURS ... A group of women building a 
unit that falls under the Mass Housing project at 
Swakopmund. The women said they wished it was 
their own houses they were building as this was the 
initial impression they had from the project; but now 

they have to be just happy with the fact that they at 
least have work. “We’ll never be able to afford these 
houses, but at least we can make a bit of money 
by building them. Even if it is for someone else,” 
one of them said.
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• LUQMAN CLOETE

OWNING a house has become 
a distant dream for many in 
Namibia  due to ever increas-

ing house prices. The recently 
released FNB House Price Index 
shows that Namibia recorded the 
second highest house price increase 
in the world in June after Dubai. 

However, thanks to the shack 
dwellers’ community-led saving 
initiative, Rosalina Hendricks’s 
nomadic life of  renting various 
backyard rooms for years  now 
only exists in her memory. 

Hendricks, who became a mem-
ber of the Shack Dwellers Federa-
tion in 1998, said through a daily, 
weekly or monthly minimal saving 
of N$1, she could  secure  a hous-
ing loan after she had saved 5% of 
the loan amount – N$40 000 –  to 
built a house, which was completed 
in 2012. 

“After I became a member in 
1998, I waited  for a place which 
I could call home. Today, I am a 
proud homeowner,” a delighted 
Hendricks remarked.

Hendricks, who had worked up 
her way to become the shack dwell-
ers’ regional facilitator,  described 
the community-led saving initiative  
as a “stepping stone”  for the poor, 
unemployed and those earning a 
meagre income.

Encouraging those unable to 
afford a decent house to join the 
saving groups, Hendricks said the 
shack dwellers groups also offer 
starting capital loans  at minimal 
interest rates from savings that are 
collected from the members. 

 Hendricks explained that the 
loans  enable the unemployed and 
poor to set up small cuca-shops, 
and in turn generate steady income, 
from which they can pay back the 
housing and water, sanitation and 

electricity infrastructure  loans and 
improve their quality life. 

According to Hendricks, to date 
71 residents in Keetmanshoop have 
become home owners thanks to 
the shack dwellers community-led 
savings. 

“We have submitted an applica-
tion to the local council to acquire 
land for 40 shack dweller mem-
bers,” Hendricks added. 

She pointed out  that the long 
wait to acquire land is one of the 
main challenges the shack dweller 
groups faces.

She added  that the new govern-
ment mass housing development 
programme also “confuses” people, 
especially those who cannot afford 
decent housing, explaining “people 
do not know whether to join the 
shack dwellers groups to become 
homeowners or wait and see 
whether they would benefit  from 
the mass housing development”. 

• HILENI NEMBWAYA AT ONGWEDIVA

A RESIDENT of the new reception 
settlement in Ongwediva, Josephina 
Ndengu, said that she has benefited a 

lot from the Shack Dwellers Federation of 
Namibia (SDFN) ever since she became a 
member.

Ndengu, who has been a member of the 
federation for 16 years, said that she was 
one of the first few people to have joined the 
federation and her perseverance has yielded 
good results.

Ndengu, an unemployed single mother,  
said that she moved into her brick house in 
2000, after years of saving money and hard 

work.
“I feel so happy to have my own house 

and all thanks to SDFN because if it was not 
for them, I wouldn’t be where I am today. It 
is all because of them. I never had enough 
income to buy myself a proper house,” said 
Ndengu.

Ndengu said that she normally meets with 
other members under a tree every Sunday to 
discuss the need to own decent homes and 
contribute the little that they have to their 
savings account.

When asked about the mass housing pro-
ject, Ndengu said that she was not aware of 
the project and she has never heard of it.

Despite her joy of owning a house, she 

said that she is now faced with challenges of 
renovating her house as it has now started to 
develop wall cracks.

She also stressed the decrease of mem-
bers after many of the members got their 
brick houses, saying many who moved 
into decent houses, stopped attending the 
gatherings.

Another SDFN beneficiary from Een-
hana, who opted not to be named, echoed 
the same sentiments, saying that she was 
homeless before she became a house owner 
in 2003.

“I was living in a shack before I got this 
house and I am so happy that my dreams 
came true. I really feel like a queen to say 

the least,” she said.
She told The Namibian that she has heard 

of people talking about the mass housing 
project, however she is not familiar with it.

The Namibian has visited some of the 
houses that were built with financial 
assistance of the SDFN in Ongwediva and 
at Okangengedi location in Oshakati and 
many of the houses were found to be con-
ventional houses with either one or two 
bedrooms, a kitchen and a sitting room.

Many of the beneficiaries said they are 
in dire need of financial assistance from 
corporate entities and private individuals 
to help them take their federation to greater 
heights.

Saving scheme pays off for many

THE PROOF ... Some of the houses built through the saving scheme by residents of Oshakati.

PROUD HOME OWNER ... Rosalina  Hendricks in front of 
her house that was built in 2012 through the shack dwellers 
community-led saving group. 

From backyard tenant
to home owner
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electricity infrastructure  loans and 
improve their quality life. 

According to Hendricks, to date 
71 residents in Keetmanshoop have 
become home owners thanks to 
the shack dwellers community-led 
savings. 

“We have submitted an applica-
tion to the local council to acquire 
land for 40 shack dweller mem-
bers,” Hendricks added. 

She pointed out  that the long 
wait to acquire land is one of the 
main challenges the shack dweller 
groups faces.

She added  that the new govern-
ment mass housing development 
programme also “confuses” people, 
especially those who cannot afford 
decent housing, explaining “people 
do not know whether to join the 
shack dwellers groups to become 
homeowners or wait and see 
whether they would benefit  from 
the mass housing development”. 

the least,” she said.
She told The Namibian that she has heard 

of people talking about the mass housing 
project, however she is not familiar with it.

The Namibian has visited some of the 
houses that were built with financial 
assistance of the SDFN in Ongwediva and 
at Okangengedi location in Oshakati and 
many of the houses were found to be con-
ventional houses with either one or two 
bedrooms, a kitchen and a sitting room.

Many of the beneficiaries said they are 
in dire need of financial assistance from 
corporate entities and private individuals 
to help them take their federation to greater 
heights.

Saving scheme pays off for many

• HILENI NEMBWAYA

A REPRESENTATIVE of the 
Shack Dwellers Federation 
of Namibia (SDFN), Martha 

Kaulwa says the mass housing 
project is not for the poor as it does 
not benefit them in any way.

Kaulwa, whose federation caters 
for shack dwellers in the northern 
part of the country, said this when 
asked about the impact of the 
mass housing project on the SDFN 
members’ lives.

“We are not affected by the mass 
housing because most of the less 
privileged people will not bene-
fit. The mass housing project  is 
mostly not intended for the poor,” 
said Kaulwa.

Kaulwa said that since the incep-
tion of the mass housing project 
late last year, some  members of 
the SDFN cancelled their mem-
bership with the hope of benefiting 
from the new housing project but 
many of them saw their dreams 
shattered as the project seems to 
benefit only the rich.

Currently, the SDFN is building 
14 houses at Tsandi and  16 houses 
at Oshikuku town in Omusati 
region for their members.

However, even though the SDFN 
members are benefiting from the 
federation in many ways such as 
assistance in small business and 
other services, the federation is 
also faced with challenges such 
as land availability and financial 

Mass housing not for the poor – Kaulwa

DO IT YOURSELF WAY ... One of the members of the Shack Dwellers Federation of Namibia is constructing 
her own house at Omaruru in the Erongo region.

• IDOIA ONECA

AFTER 12 years working 
in development projects in 
different countries, aiming 

at improving the living conditions 
through the construction of hous-
es, basic water and sanitation in-
frastructures and the secure tenure 
of land, I have learnt that if there 
is no community participation, the 
project will never be sustainable 
in the future.  

Since Alliance for Solidarity 
(previously Habitáfrica Founda-
tion), started working in Africa in 
1998, we have been supporting 
basic living conditions projects 
with a community participatory 
approach. With this purpose, in 
2003, after an identification that 
took place in Namibia, we started 
supporting NHAG and SDFN, 
whose work coincides with our 
strategy: working for the improve-
ment of basic living conditions 
with a community participatory 
approach.  

At that moment, I had the 
opportunity to start working in the 
field with both organizations as 
part of the Habitafrica Foundation 
Team. During this time I observed 
a working methodology, which for 
me is the most sustainable way 
of running development projects 
related to habitat. 

The communities, that are 
organized in saving groups, are 
always the leaders of the whole 

constraints.
“The mass housing project 

is receiving more support from 
the government than these small 
housing federations and thus we 
are faced with many challenges, 
like a lack of swerviced land and 
finance,” she said.

Kaulwa added that most of 
the local authority councils are 
cooperating with the federation as 
currently the SDFN has acquired 
loan approvals from Oshakati, 
Ongwediva and Ondangwa town 
councils and the federation is 
running smoothly.

She said more than 3300 
beneficiaries have benefited from 
the SDFN since its inception in 
1998 and urged local authorities 
to speed up their loan approvals 
in order to enable the SDFN to 
speed-up their work of providing 
the homeless with decent homes.

PROUD MOM ... 
Usakos resident 
Olga is a proud 
house owner 
because she was 
involved throughout 
the building pro-
cess.

No community participation, no progress  I have learnt that 
the community 
work is not just a 
part of the projects, 
but it’s the basic 
and central axis on 
which we base the 
execution of the 
projects.

– Idoia Oneca

process; ranging from the negoti-
ations with authorities to get land, 
to the construction of houses and 
the servicing of plots. Through 
this processes I have learnt that 
the community work is not just 
a part of the projects, but it’s the 
basic and central axis on which 
we base the execution of the 
projects. In this way, apart from 
achieving the proposed results, 
the communities get strengthened 

and trained in order to defend 
their rights. The saving groups 
are still active when the projects 
come to an end, and they also 
belong to an international net-
work. All these facts guarantee 
the future sustainability of any 
intervention.

I’ve had the opportunity to con-
firm this in projects that we have 
been doing in other countries with 
other intervention methodologies 

in which there has also been a 
participation of the population but 
where we have never reached the 
sustainable levels of SDFN. As 
a result of this, in many occa-
sions the project did not reach 
the expected results, but in other 
occasions, it did reach the results 
without a sustainable social unity 
and team work.

For this reason, Alliance for 
Solidarity (previously Habitafrica 

Foundation) has been supporting 
NHAG and SDFN  to source ex-
ternal funds and to give visibility 
to their work not just in Spain, 
but also in other countries of the 
Southern Hemisphere, with the 
aim of extending the network of 
slum/shack dwellers and the sup-
port from external organizations, 
because we think that this ap-
proach is one of the few ways of 
tackling the increasingly serious 
problem of the informal settle-
ments in African towns and cities    

From the Alliance for Solidarity 
NGO, we would like to express 
our greetings and congratulations 
for these 21 years of supporting 
people’s housing processes in 
Namibia, hoping that the next 21 
years will even be more success-
ful.

* Idoia Oneca is an architect 
with Alliance for Solidarity NGO 
(Spain)
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• DIANA MITLIN

AROUND a quarter of Namibians 
live in informal urban neighbour-
hoods; they live without secure 

tenure and without adequate access to 
services. So how has the country gained 
its reputation for progressive state action 
on housing?

The answer is more than the recent 
‘Blueprint’ for mass housing that the 
government set out in 2013 — it’s also 
the long ‘working relationship’ between 
citizens and government.

Cooperation and reform

For more than a decade, the city of 
Windhoek has been working with the 
Shack Dwellers Federation of Namibia to 
upgrade homes and provide legal hous-
ing options people can afford. It’s this 
engagement of local communities in de-
veloping their own neighbourhoods, and 
the empowerment and capacity develop-
ment that comes with it, that has helped 
transform relations between grassroots 
organisations and local authorities.

When I first visited Namibia in the late 
1990s, members of the Shack Dwellers 
Federation of Namibia and the Namibian 
Housing Action Group were working 
with the city of Windhoek to improve 
options for informal settlement dwellers. 
Together, they produced the city’s Devel-
opment and Upgrading Strategy, chang-
ing building codes and regulations to 
lower the cost of legal housing plots with 
basic services and letting residents build 
and upgrade their homes incrementally.

Huge need

But considerable need remains. Five 
years ago the federation surveyed 
Namibia’s shack settlements in detail, 
documenting living conditions in 
235 settlements that housed 134 884 
households (and 541 119 people). 
They highlighted the very poor living 
conditions endured by some of the lowest 
income citizens.

In half the informal settlements, resi-
dents had no toilets. Even in settlements 
that had some communal or individual 
toilets, 43% of people did not have access 
to basic sanitation. The report, completed 
with local authority participation wher-

ever possible, demonstrated the scale of 
need, and drew attention to the deficits in 
state provision.

SHaring experienCe

The value of Windhoek’s approach has 
been widely recognised. The Namibian 
federation is a member of Shack/Slum 
Dwellers International, a network of sim-
ilar federations in cities across the global 
South. Many grassroots activists from 
other cities and nations have brought their 
local government officials and politicians 
to see and learn from the Windhoek pro-
gramme. And officials from the Namibian 
federation have been asked to share their 
experiences abroad, where their progres-
sive approach is far above the norm.

One senior Namibian official comment-
ed on a visit to Harare and Bulawayo 
in Zimbabwe, saying: “We experienced 
so much resistance from other planning 
professionals about our ideas to set devel-
opment levels that matched affordability. 
I understood this because, having worked 
in the City of Windhoek for over 20 
years, I saw how far we had come*.”

namibia’S blueprint 
for HouSing

In Namibia, the government’s housing 
‘Blueprint’ recognises how the largest 
backlog of need is in the lowest income 

groups, estimating 45 000 housing units 
are needed by households with month-
ly incomes equalling about US$150 
and a further 30 000 by those earning 
US$150-460. The plan is to build 185 
000 dwellings by 2030, with specific 
actions to help the urban poor, includ-
ing upgrading informal settlements, 
support for community self-help hous-
ing, and social housing for very low 
income groups and those with particu-
lar needs.

And the Blueprint initially included 
explicit support for the federation’s 
grassroots savings groups: N$50 mil-
lion (US$5 million) a year of govern-
ment money will be given to support 
the federation’s Twahangana loan fund. 
In committing this money, government 
is recognising federation members’ ca-
pability in addressing the needs of those 
living in Namibia’s informal settlements. 
By April 2013, the federation had helped 
5 591 households to secure tenure, and 3 
403 houses had been constructed.

ConStruCtive Cooperation

Affordable mass housing has to be a 
joint effort. Informal settlements can’t 
be widely upgraded, nor enough basic 
accommodation provided, without state 
intervention. Government must some-
how enable finance, and reform regula-
tions. Local families can then work with 

government to secure tenure and upgrade 
services, before improving their own 
housing. Similarly, governments that are 
serious about addressing poor housing at 
scale must work with local communities.

• Without strong local engagement, 
government will not be able to 
design interventions that are sen-
sitive to diverse local contexts

• Without strong citizen engage-
ment, local authorities will 
struggle to achieve the required 
scale and effective use of resourc-
es. They need to both encourage a 
local contribution and ensure that 
local groups can monitor formal 
contractors’ work

• Without strong local grassroots 
organisations, government 
programmes will find it difficult 
to reach the lowest-income and 
most vulnerable groups — too 
easily government investments are 
captured by wealthier and more 
powerful individuals

• Perhaps most importantly, 
government engagement with 
communities builds capacity and 
empowers local involvement, 
potentially transforming relations 
between organised citizens and 
local authorities for the better, and 
securing multiple future benefits.

In Namibia, for example, the shack 
dwellers federation is using its skills to 
help build local organisations, establish 
priorities, organise ‘reblocking’ (land 
planning), install services, upgrade set-
tlements and actually build the housing. 
Faced with decades in which the world 
has made little progress in addressing 
the needs of informal settlement resi-
dents, Namibia’s housing blueprint is a 
welcome commitment towards inclusive 
urban development.

* Quoted in a report by George 
Masinba (Dialogue on Shelter) on the 
Zimbabwe Slum Upgrading Project 
Exchange to Namibia 31st-4th of March 
2011.

– Diana Mitlin (diana.mitlin@iied.org) 
is a principal researcher with Interna-
tional Institute for Environment and De-
velopment’s Human Settlements Group.

Namibia shows how to support low cost housing

FIRST STAGE ... before the Shack dwellers federation of namibia starts with a project, there is widespread consultation with the people like the above cases at 
ehangano in Windhoek and gobabis (beneath).
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JUST a stone’s throw away 
from the Tsumeb West Mine, 
a desperate group of homeless 

people put up some risky struc-
tures approximately five years ago, 
which they now call their  homes.

It all started when these people 
became tired of paying rent in the 
Soweto settlement and decided on 
15 April 2009 to plant a pole on the 
hill to the north of the settlement as 
a beacon that they wanted to stay in 
the area. They named it Kuvukiland 
and the Tsumeb Municipality had to 
allocate 238 plots.

The fact that there are around 238 
plots but approximately 3 000 peo-
ple at Kuvukiland tells the obvious 
story of people who are desperate 
for housing.

At a meeting in May this year 
with members of the Shack Dwell-
ers Federation of Namibia (SDFN), 
officials from the Namibia Housing 
Action Group (NHAG) and the 
Tsumeb Municipality, the people 
spoke about the dangers caused by 
the lack of electricity, especially for 
old people who walk far to use the 
bush as toilets.

The one high mast light was also 
seen as inadequate, considering that 
at times it is not even working.

Lack of water also remains a chal-

• HENDRINA SHUUNYUNI

THROUGH the Shack Dwell-
ers Federation of Namibia 
(SDFN), informal settlers 

of Tweetheni and Ehangano in 
Okuryangava, together with the 
Polytechnic of Namibia’s Architec-
ture students and lecturers, started 
a participatory planning workshop 
on 8 April 2014 for the prepara-
tions of working models for hous-
ing solutions for the communities. 

Windhoek has experienced 
uncontrolled urban growth since 
independence. The situation is fur-
ther aggravated by authorities not 
succeeding in delivering sufficient 
land for housing, to keep pace with 
the influx. Many new residents, 
therefore, had to find their own 
solutions by settling in informal 
settlements, legally or not, without 
security of tenure and access to 
water and sanitation, and Okuryan-
gava is no exception to that.  The 
Tweetheni and Ehangano commu-
nities were relocated from single 
Quarters in 2000 due to upgrading. 
Others came from Otjomuise, 
Ombili and Kilimanjaro and have 
been leasing land from the City of 
Windhoek for about 14 years.   The 
communal toilets provided by the 
city are not used by the community 
because of unsafe conditions.

The Okuryangava area is heavily 
populated, and inhabitants live in 
precarious conditions. Current-
ly, two households are formally 
leasing one erf from the city in the 
two settlements with 224 erven.  In 
addition, the lessees have taken in 
their own tenants; all accommodat-
ed on the 300m2 size erven. What 
transpired during this workshop 
is that the community worked in 
blocks with students, gave inputs 
on the spatial arrangements, land 
use, housing needs and important 

IMPRESSED ... Informal settlers of Tweetheni and Ehangano in Okury-
angava.

Informal settlers upgrade settlements

features in the settlement to inform 
the housing models and its ar-
rangement, aiming to keep enough 

flexibility for the owners and ten-
ants for incremental development 
of the settlements. 

Community members came in 
large numbers to participate in 
the planning of their settlement. 
During this exercise, the commu-
nity indicated to the Architecture 
students how they want to live 
in future, once development has 
taken place. While the majority of 
residents prioritised acquiring the 
land during the socio-economic 
survey (as part of the Community 
Land Information Programme, 
which is being piloted in collab-
oration with the City in the two 
settlements), they still pointed 
out that they want enough space 
for everyone, good roads and 
water and sanitation. One of the 
community members also indi-
cated that some people are living 
under the power line; “this is very 
dangerous and needs serious at-
tention.” Residents also confirmed 
that they wish to find a solution 
to accommodate all residents and 
that nobody should be relocated 
from the settlement. Due to the 
importance of acquiring the land, 
two savings groups have applied 
for land; response from the City 
on the applications is still await-
ed.

Before this workshop, a meet-
ing was held on the 11th of March 
with the said communities to 
learn from South African visitors, 
who have improved their hous-

ing situations in their informal 
settlements. 

“In South Africa, we normally do 
not like to relocate people unless 
there are problems with land such 
as dolomite from the mines. We, 
instead, prefer re-blocking because 
if there is a problem we want the 
ambulances and police to have 
access,” Maureen Sikepu from 
Orange Farm, Johannesburg said. 

The next participatory planning 
workshop will be in May to share 
potential housing typologies 
prepared by the students as part 
of their second-year architec-
tural studies.  These will serve 
as a starting point for upgrading 
of the informal shelters. This 
exercise was made possible by 
SDFN, a network of housing 
saving schemes working together 
to improve living conditions of 
low-income communities living 
in informal settlements, those 
without accommodation and 
those living in rented rooms and 
Namibia Housing Action Group 
(NHAG) the supporting NGO, 
in collaboration with the Depart-
ment of Architecture and Spatial 
Planning, with whom an agree-
ment was signed in February 2012 
to promote initiatives, plans and 
policies, which encourage pro-
poor and inclusive cities and towns 
in Namibia.

Windhoek has experienced uncontrolled urban growth 
since independence. The situation is further aggravated 
by authorities not succeeding in delivering sufficient land 
for housing, to keep pace with the influx.

WATER ISSUES ... Residents of Kuvukiland at the only water tap.

lenge at Kuvukiland. With only five 
public taps located on the northern 
edge of the settlement, residents 
queue for hours to collect water from 
a tap, which runs very slow during 
peak times.

Tsumeb town engineer Junias 
Jakob said the municipality noticed 
the problem and has decided to add 
two taps to alleviate the pressure on 
the existing five taps.

“We have already identified where 
to place the two taps in consultation 
with the settlement committee” said 
Jakob.

Regarding sanitation for the set-
tlement, nothing was planned for 
the current financial year, but the 
municipality budgeted for the next 
financial year and the projection 
is that four water borne sewerage 
systems will be constructed.

The community also made it 
known that the settlement is very 
dirty due to a lack of waste manage-
ment which causes serious hygiene 
problems.

About 75% of Kuvukiland is sit-
uated on land owned by the Dundee 
Mine.

The municipality is in negotiations 
with the mine to donate or sell the land 
to the council due to high demand 
and shortage of land.

Desperation moves Kuvukiland residents
It all started when these people became tired of paying rent in the Soweto settlement 
and decided on 15 April 2009 to plant a pole on the hill to the north of the settlement 
as a beacon that they wanted to stay in the area. They named it Kuvukiland and the 
Tsumeb Municipality had to allocate 238 plots.
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• BETH CHITEKWE-BITI

IN 1995, I spent a year in Namib-
ia as a Volunteer Development 
Worker with the International 

Cooperation for Development 
attached to the Namibia Housing 
Action Group. While my decision 
to volunteer was largely personal, 
I had become very disillusioned 
with the profession of planning as 
practised in my country Zimba-
bwe, especially within the public 
realm. 

I, like many of my peers, the 
Zimbabwe post 1980 independ-
ence generation, were educated at 
the cost of our new nation. I began 
to question our methods very 
early on when, armed with aerial 
photographs and our proposals, 
we would inform settlers that their 
houses would be demolished to 
make way for a road or another 
proposed use deemed better by our 
educated minds. 

There was no consultation with 
residents. If we consulted anyone 
at all, it was the settlement’s elite, 
who attended a monthly meeting at 
our offices to discuss progress. We 

persuaded them to accept a vision 
of their settlement that was in 
keeping with what we considered 
to be modernity. Naïve as I was, I 
knew there was a better way to do 
planning and I resigned. 

I had by chance encountered a 
team from the Namibia Housing 
Action Group when they visited 
Zimbabwe on an exchange. I asked 
for a job because I had been so 
impressed by their vision of how 
the urban poor could contribute in 
the city. 

In Namibia, I came across the 
emerging SDI network through 
exchanges with countries such as 
South Africa. I was struck by the 
shift in the pedagogy and the em-
phasis on the poor learning from 
each other rather than from profes-
sionals, their self-representation 
in conversations and negotiations 
with the State and the redefinition 
of my role as a professional. There 
was a real change that started with 
building a movement and went on 
to create communities and address 
other local issues and challenges. 

I was also struck by the absence 
of a victim mentality in the groups, 

who were mainly run by women.  I 
spent a lot of time with women at 
People’s Square near Club Thriller 
in Katutura who were beginning 
to construct their first houses. 
They made their own bricks, met 
to discuss money progress and 
occasionally held get-togethers 
where I developed my love for 
braaivleis.  I was struck by the 
power of this process that had so 
much positive energy and where 
very poor women, most of them 
single heads of households who 
took care of their children on 
meagre domestic workers’ wages, 
did not have a victim mentality.

 At the end of my year in Na-
mibia, I went back to Zimbabwe 
and over a three-year period began, 
together with other professionals, 
to support an emerging network 
of similar community groups in 
Zimbabwe. 

NHAG and the now federat-
ed SDFN continued to provide 
support to the emerging process 
in Zimbabwe through communi-
ty-to-community exchanges and as 
part of the wider SDI network. 

 The Zimbabwe Homeless 

Namibia: No victims, just owners

• JOEL BOLNICK

TWO leaders of the Shack 
Dwellers Federation of 
Namibia attended the Shack/

Slum Dwellers International annual 
Board and Council meeting in 
Mumbai, India in July 2014. 

 They are Katrina Kanima, a 
regional facilitator from Kavango 
East and Martha Kaulwa a na-
tional facilitator of the federation. 
Known commonly in the urban 
development world as SDI, Shack 
Dwellers International is a promi-
nent network of urban poor federa-
tions from 34 countries, including 
Namibia. 

The meeting specifically con-
gratulated the Namibian chapter 
of SDI on its 21st anniversary this 
year. The president of SDI, Jockin 
Arputham from India, who has 
received numerous international 
awards, and has this year been 
nominated for the Nobel Peace 
Prize, spoke of the contribution the 
Namibia Federation had made na-
tionally and globally, to the struggle 
against poverty and homelessness.  

The Namibian federation grew 
out of the very first African saving 
group in the network. This was 
Saamstaan that started way back in 
1987. It was – and still continues 
to be - a women-driven initiative 
in Katutura that brought together 
the hidden backyard squatters and 
families from the rented rooms.   In 
1992 they adjusted their savings 
approach to become more inclusive. 
This led to the establishment of 
the Shack Dwellers Federation of 
Namibia (SDFN).  

Namibia is affiliated to SDI with 
one of the smallest populations, but 
they are the group with the biggest 
outreach in geographical terms and 
in terms of settlements reached.  

It is the first SDI country with a 
total national outreach with saving 
groups in all 86 urban areas in Na-
mibia, as well as within numerous 
rural constituencies.  

During the SDI meeting the 
Namibian Federation was congrat-
ulated as the first affiliate to profile 
all the informal settlements in the 
country covering 246 informal 
settlements with an estimated 
population of 500 000. 

 Kanima and Kaulwa told the 
meeting that about 20 000 house-
holds had pooled together N$17 
million in their 604 saving groups,  
building 3 743 houses. This repre-
sents the highest level of participa-
tion by low-income households in 
proportion to the country’s overall 
population. 

These achievements would not 
have been possible without the sup-
port and recognition of many local 
authorities and the Ministry respon-
sible for housing.  This support has 
become an international example 
for the other 33 SDI affiliates, 
inspiring numerous authorities from 
other countries during their visits to 
Namibia, to support local commu-
nities in their respective countries 
and cities. 

There is a common assumption 
that when it comes to housing 
delivery, the Namibian government 
looks to its neighbours and to other 
countries for direction. One of the 
best practices in urban development 
is the central participation of the 
urban poor themselves – especially 
women. 

The Namibian federation must 
be recognised, as it was at the 
SDI meeting, for transferring this 
practice to many other countries in 
the SADC region, including Zam-
bia, Zimbabwe and Angola. Even 
politicians, officials and community 

leaders from as far afield as Brazil, 
Philippines and Kenya have come to 
Namibia to learn from the federa-
tion and its constructive partnerships 
with the government.

The saving groups in Namibia 
were important beneficiaries of the 
Build Together Programme.  What 
is more important, since 2001 they 
have received annual contribu-
tions from the government. This 
has given the urban and rural poor 
households in the federation the 
opportunity to increase their house 
construction through their own poor 
people’s Fund, called the Twahanga-
na Fund. 

 This finance facility has been 
able to channel N$78 million direct-
ly to the organised urban and rural 
poor. This stands in stark contrast 
with the majority of SDI affiliates 
who operate in countries where 
there is no government support. 

At the meeting the Namibian affil-
iate also demonstrated the capacity 
of their communities to manage the 
money entrusted to them and con-
structing their houses through local 
building teams. What is more the 
federation’s loan team has ensured 

that the community contributed 
N$28 million to date in the form of 
loan repayments. This was acknowl-
edged by SDI as an exceptional 
contribution made by the urban poor 
of Namibia.

The SDI community was very ex-
cited to hear about of the Namibian 
affiliates inclusion in the Blue Print 
of the President’s new mass housing 
initiative where they are participat-
ing as part of the Informal Settle-
ment Upgrading Programme as well 
as the Peoples’ Housing Process. 

 In fact the Federation’s Informal 
Settlement Upgrading strategy is 
currently being adopted internation-
ally as one of the most important 
strategies for building inclusive 
cities in which informal settlements 
are transformed incrementally.  Giv-
en their existing national outreach, 
their track record of good govern-
ment relations, and their capacity 
to manage projects, the Namibian 
federation is in a good position 
to take the lead when it comes to 
scaling up both the upgrading of 
informal settlements as well as the 
production of affordable houses and 
services for Namibia’s urban and 

rural poor. 
As the Namibia federation enters 

its 21st year – a very symbolic 
landmark – SDI watches devel-
opments regarding urban devel-

opment in that country with an 
acute interest. Will the Namibian 
government be far sighted and build 
on the solid foundation of an active 
and empowered citizenry that it has 
cultivated since independence?

 Will it succumb, like other gov-
ernments have done elsewhere, to 
the pressures and demands of other 
social classes and vested interests 
and relegate the poor to being mere 
beneficiaries of  externally driven 
interventions that tend to further 
divide cities and deepen poverty? 

SDI’s experiences in Namibia 
give the global network reason to 
be optimistic.  In the years ahead, 
as SDI plays a central role in the 
development and implementation 
of new, sustainable Millenni-
um Development Goals it looks 
forward to being able to showcase 
the precedent-setting achievements 
of the Namibian Federation and its 
government in terms of people-cen-
tred upgrading and housing.

 
* Joel Bolnick is a director of 

Shack Dwellers International secre-
tariat in Cape Town

People’s Federation is now a net-
work of over 53 000 households 
working to give voice to the urban 
poor in over 72 towns and cities in 
Zimbabwe. The Shack Dwellers 
Federation of Namibia continue 
to give us immeasurable support 
including opening their process for 
us to learn with our own govern-
ment what the poor can achieve if 
and when they have the determina-

tion and support. 
We celebrate with you SDFN 

and NHAG on this 21st annives-
sary of your work with the urban 
poor in Namibia. We are proud to 
be associated with your success. 
Happy birthday.

* Dr Beth Chitekwe-Biti is the 
Executive Director of Dialogue on 
Shelter Trust in Zimbabwe.

Namibia’s shack dwellers stand out globally

HONOURED . . . SDI president 
and a Nobel Price nominee for 
2014 Jockin Arputham of India 
with Katrina Kanima and Martha 
Kaulwa of the Shack Dwellers 
Federation of Namibia during the 
council meeting in Mumbai. 

DEAL ... Agreements like the one above between Gobabis CEO 
Ephraim Davids and Namibia Housing Action Group’s Anna Muller 
(right) normally pave the way for the availability of land. 
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