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Introduction – purpose of the quick 
guide
Drawing on the experience from the Participatory Slum 

Upgrading Programme (PSUP), international research on slum 

and informal settlement upgrading, this quick guide provides 

planning design recommendations for slum and informal 

settlement upgrading, building on and enhancing UN-Habitat’s 

current five principles for sustainable neighborhood planning1. 

The guide outlines the rationale for these recommendations 

which aim to strengthen the implementation of sustainable 

design frameworks in those urban contexts with high levels of 

informality and slums and other informal settlements. 

The proposals are meant to both guide upgrading but also 

prevent new slums emerging. The recommendations are 

thus on the one hand, a technical guide to incrementally 

address local planning challenges so that a path towards the 

sustainable neighborhood planning can be established. On the 

other hand, the recommendations can act as a preventative 

tool to analyze current planning situation in urban contexts 

with informality and slums, to guide specific and new ‘at scale’ 

urban upgrading and renewal processes. 

Key considerations for planning 
in participatory slum and informal 
settlement upgrading

The challenges and opportunities of urban plan-
ning in slums
With an estimated one billion slum dwellers living in urban 

centers today2, the challenge of urban poverty, high levels of 

informality and slums and other informal settlements, remains 

significant. A sustainable response to the ‘five deprivations’3 of 

adequate space, adequate shelter, secure tenure and adequate 

access to water and sanitation – also continues to be urgent. 

International laws such as the Right to Adequate Housing are 

a reminder of the binding obligations to address basic quality 

1	  UN-Habitat (2014). A New Strategy of Sustainable Neighborhood 
Planning: Five Principles.

2	  UN-Habitat (2015). Slum Almanac: tracking improvements to the lives 
of slum dwellers.

3	  The Official definition of slums was adopted by an expert group 
meeting in Nairobi in 200X and has formed the basis of measuring the 
prevalence of slums dwellers globally, particularly in the MDG’s.

of life factors for all, under a human rights banner4.

A key challenge for planning – both in terms of governance, 

spatial planning and local area design - is how it can 

contribute to the global challenge of slums and informal 

settlements given that these contexts are often reflective 

of ongoing deep seated governance and institutional 

dysfunction, weak land management and limited planning 

capacity. These challenges are of particular concern given 

that the number of slum and informal settlement dwellers 

is increasing and the degrees of spatial and socio-economic 

disparities are growing in many regions of the world5. 

A second key challenge is how planning can help foster a 

more positive view of slum and informal settlement dwellers 

as urban dwellers with rights and contributions to make. 

Finally, and a third challenge is how planning can help 

promote the spatial and social integration of unplanned 

areas so that all urban dwellers and locations - planned and 

unplanned – are connected with each other. Slums and other 

informal settlements for example, are often left outside of 

formal planning considerations because they are considered 

to be occupying land ‘illegally’. This is despite the fact that 

there are often limited or no low-cost housing options for 

poor urban dwellers. Furthermore, there are often deeply 

held negative stereotypes about slum and informal settlement 

dwellers which undermines their active inclusion in broader 

planning and development processes6. 

Figure 1 below provides a graphic representation of the 

spatial disparities in Nairobi Kenya as a result of many of the 

factors highlighted above. In this graphic slum and informal 

settlement dwellers occupy only a small fraction of the built 

area and yet constitute the majority of the city’s inhabitants, 

which makes those areas, indicated in red, the most dense but 

least serviced.

4	  The Right to Adequate housing is recognized in the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights and the International Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights as well as in many national 
constitutions. See among others UN-Habitat and Office of the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Human rights. The Right to Adequate 
Housing. Fact Sheet No. 21.

5	  UN-Habitat (2015). Slum Almanac: tracking improvements to the lives 
of slum dwellers.

6	  WIEGO (2013). Men and Women in the Informal Economy – A 
Statistical Report. WIEGO (2014). WIEGO Working Paper (Statistics) No 
2 April 2014. 
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Figure I: Building density of Nairobi, Kenya. The red areas 
indicate more than 9 building per acre7.

7	  2005 Land Use & Building Density, GIS Data: https://nairobigismaps.
wikischolars.columbia.edu/2005+Land+Use+%26+Building+Density

At the same time, however, and especially in context of 

developing countries, it is important to note that in many 

urban contexts, an informal ‘version’ of ‘planning’ is usually 

undertaken.  Parallel planning systems are functioning 

whereby local communities (local leaders in particular) and 

even the private sector are making decisions about local 

design - the roads and the placement of plots and houses 

- according to local habits, cultural norms on land deemed 

available. 

In sum, these are all challenges that local area planning and 

design must consider given that many urban regions, especially 

in Africa and Asia, have high levels of informality and slum and 

other informal settlement conditions (see Box 1). 

BOX 1: Key features of urban areas with high levels of informality 
and slums

Slums and informal settlements have the following key features that 
must be accounted for in planning design:
�� Many aspects fall outside formal planning systems and frameworks 

(land, housing design and materials, plot and street layout, building 
code compliance).
�� Very limited security of tenure but often a dynamic mix of land use 

arrangements and claims.
�� High levels of mixed land use and multi-function activities being 

undertaken in most spaces by different groups. 
�� Limited divisions between public and private. Spaces are 

multifunctional and often defined by informal economy and 
livelihood generation activities. Homes and streets are often used 
as spaces of production.
�� Often highly dense and sometimes overcrowded conditions often 

most visibly represented in small shack houses tightly packed 
together made of unsafe and non-durable materials.
�� Mobility spaces prioritized for walking and small carts, vending, but 

often not well connected with the rest of the city.
�� Sometimes located on geographically hazardous land or in a 

climate vulnerable area. 
�� Limited mix of people from different socio-economic backgrounds 

but often a mix of people according to other identity categories 
(ethnicity, religion, permanent or transitory citizens).
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Table 1 below provides a visual representation of the potential differences between slum and informal settlement areas and 

formal gated communities according to UN-Habitat’s current 5 principles for sustainable neighborhood planning.

less developed contexts8 as well as the practical experience 

of UN-Habitat’s Participatory Slum Upgrading Programme 

(PSUP) which is based in 35 countries around the world and 

160 urban centres. Planning clearly has a key role to play 

in harnessing and strengthening the positive components 

of slums and other informal settlements and the capacity 

of those living there, and in integrating them back into the 

broader urban environment.

Ways to promote inclusion and prevent the chal-
lenges of slums by urban design
A key goal of planning in neighborhoods with high levels of 

informality and slums and other informal settlements, is how 

to integrate those living there, via participatory and inclusive 

approaches, into the broader urban context, while at the same 

8	  See for example Watson (2009) and Martin (2014) and UN-Habitat 
(2009).

Table I - Applying the recommended 5 planning principles in the slum context

 Principle Indicator Current Range

Principle I Street land-use 0-15%

Multifunction streets 45-65%

Principle II Population density 80-100%

Density 0-20%

Economic use 60-90%
Principle III 10-30%

Mixed-use built space Residential use 10-30%
70-100%

Single tenure 80-100%
Principle IV 80-100%

Social Mix Socio economic diversity 0-30%
0-20%

Identity Mix 50-80%
0-20%

Single Block function 0-10%
Principle V 90-100%

Limited land-use specilaisation Secure tenure 0-10%
80-100%

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

Percentage

Key
Current range in Slums
Current range in Gated Communities

Table 1: Contrast between a slum context and a gated community within a developing country major city according to  
UN-Habitat’s current 5 sustainable neighborhood planning principles.

Guide from Global frameworks
It is important to note that the proposed Participatory Slum 

Upgrading Programme (PSUP) neighborhood planning design 

recommendations, respond to a range of international 

frameworks that support sustainable and inclusive slum 

upgrading (such as the Sustainable Development Target 

11.1), the current internationally agreed definition on a slum 

household (defined by deprivations in relation to water, 

sanitation, durable housing, overcrowding and security of 

tenure) and UN-Habitat’s proposed New Urban Agenda which 

focuses on how the positive elements of urban environments 

can be harnessed to benefit all urban residents including slum 

and informal settlement dwellers. 

The proposed PSUP recommendations also reflect inputs 

from global debates on optimum approaches to planning in 
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time, help develop tangible improvements to the lives of slum 

dwellers via their physical living conditions. 

Planning must:

�� Address key practical design and context/locality issues 

considering broader governance frameworks such as the 

presence or absence of pro-poor policy, building codes 

versus enforcement practice, land management and 

institutional collaboration and capacity. 

�� Recognize that the divisions between the formal and 

informal, legal and illegal, formal planning codes and 

improvised planning outcomes represent blurred lines 

between government, market systems and the informal 

economy.

�� Recognize the value and rights of slum and informal 

settlement dwellers. Slums and other informal settlements 

are often spaces which represent a diverse informal 

economy which operates in parallel with but also often 

aligned to - the formal economic system. Often this 

informal economy is closely linked to local physical spaces 

and dynamics and infrastructure than the formal economy, 

through e.g. street vending, open kitchens, home based 

workshops and the informal transport system.9

�� Understand land management systems considering a 

continuum of land rights through the provision of security 

of tenure is also key in planning processes10 - both as a 

direct outcome of planning (i.e security of tenure for slum 

dwellers often results from good planning interventions) as 

well as a necessary fundamental component to undertake 

effective planning and slum and informal settlement 

upgrading (so the provision of secure tenure is more likely 

to promote the provision of effective basic services and 

mobility infrastructure). 

�� Adopt a flexible position in what are often unpredictable 

planning conditions (unclear enforcement of planning 

regulations, complex governance arrangements), large scale 

9	  The significance of the informal economy and its laborers was 
confirmed in 2015 by the International Labour Organization during 
the 104th session on 12 June 2015 in Recommendation No. 204 
concerning the Transition from the Informal to the Formal Economy 
(Conference, 2015)

10	  (UN-Habitat, Secure Land Rights for All, 2008), http://www.gltn.net/
index.php/land-tools/gltn-land-tools/continuum-of-land-rights

informality and the impact of long-standing local cultural 

norms, coupled with limited planning capacity. 

�� Engage a broad range of stakeholders, including slum and 

informal settlement dwellers themselves who have a right 

and need to be engaged but are often not formally trained 

in planning or familiar with development processes. 

�� Adopt a focus which is orientated towards city-wide 

approaches to both address the immediate deprivation 

and livelihood issues in slum and other informal settlement 

contexts, but also start to facilitate integration and build 

prevention capacity and activity. In these contexts, planning 

is urgently required but needs to take on a different role 

than in other developed contexts (so often a stronger 

governance and capacity development focus rather than 

purely technical). 

�� Recognize that planning also contributes to the prevention 

of slums and other informal settlements, through the 

upgrading process. It creates the window of opportunity 

for change (positive mind-set towards slum dwellers 

and towards participatory planning) and ultimately a 

more preventative and forward thinking approach to 

urbanization. Slum and informal settlement upgrading 

starts to address the challenges at hand as it starts to 

create the necessary working relationships required for 

sustainable urban development as well as the governance 

arrangements for preventions. It also (and importantly), 

builds the knowledge, capacity and skills around all 

dimensions of planning such that urban decision makers 

can start to plan in advance.
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PSUP key neighborhood planning 
recommendations for transforming 
slums incrementally and sustainably 
In light of the discussion thus far and in view of UN-Habitat’s 

commitment to promote participatory, incremental, city-wide 

slum upgrading, the following PSUP recommendations are 

suggested for sustainable neighborhood planning design.

1.	 Planning Design Recommendation 1:  
Give more recognition and emphasis to the provision of 

multi-dimensional  public/common good space for socio-

economic development (for livelihoods, cultural expression 

and social networks), provision of utility and waste 

management infrastructure and mobility. 

�� Strengthen the link between roads, sidewalks and 

utilities infrastructure (as opposed to highlighting just 

streets, sidewalks and recreation spaces) as well as 

the connections points for formal and informal public 

transport systems. 

�� Highlight the space for community /social services and 

space for recreation, public gathering and cultural 

activities. 

�� Recognize and preserve the flexible, multi-use nature of 

these spaces. 

2.	 Planning Design Recommendation 2:  

Recognize overcrowding in many slum and other informal 

settlement contexts but in the context of the broader urban 

environment for equitable development. 

�� Recent data shows that the average density in large 

urban areas worldwide is between 4,000-10,000 persons 

per square kilometer (51.4%). Additionally 18.3% live 

in slightly higher density urban settings (10,000,20,000 

persons per square kilometer – of which most tend to be 

in developing country urban areas11. The key consideration 

in slum and informal settlement upgrading in regard to 

density, is to reduce overcrowding and start to promote a 

city-wide approach to density that ensures a more equitable 

distribution of the urban form which doesn’t fall unfairly on 

the most vulnerable or privilege certain groups according to 

their socio-economic status. 

11	  Dempgraphia (2016). World Urban Areas. 12th Annual Edition: 2016-
04.

�� To promote equitable development, consider the density 

of people per km² alongside considerations of both the 

building coverage (say of >50 per cent) with a FAR (say 

of 1.5 plus). This can help balance vertical and horizontal 

building distribution – if applied at a city-wide scale.

�� Promote a minimum of 2-storey development in slum and 

other informal settlement areas. These neighborhoods are 

often naturally dense, however, they are often not so dense 

in terms of the horizontal built-up area and lack vertical 

development. 

�� Consider the development of a density range (so both a 

minimum and maximum) and the importance of and its 

application across the whole urban context to achieve 

equity and sustainability. 

3.	 Planning Design Recommendation 3:  

Recognize and preserve the already existing mixed land use 

in slums and other informal settlements. 

�� Give greater emphasis to preserving the existing mixed 

land use and facilitate security of tenure, to strengthen 

livelihood and informal economy activities in slums and 

informal settlements. Aligning principles 1 and 3 will help 

facilitate this.

�� Emphasize a mix of uses within the urban built up 

space including residential, livelihood activities and 

other economic use recognizing that in some areas the 

percentage of residential might be slightly higher or lower 

depending on the dynamics of the area and the current 

regulations.

�� Combine preservation and upgrading with mechanisms to 

integrate the slum and informal settlement activities into 

the broader urban fabric. 

�� Where feasible and safe, preserve and facilitate mixed use 

within the home space, i.e preserve the overlapping uses 

of livelihood/economic and residential with some facility to 

ensure a safe and not over crowded residential component. 

�� Discourage any area that is 100% residential.

4.	 Planning Design Recommendation 4:  

Recognize and preserve the current social mix and diversity 

in slums. 
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�� Promote social mix in slums and other informal settlements 

to foster inclusion and diversity. 

�� Promote the availability of houses in different price ranges 

and tenure types accommodate different income ranges 

and socio-economic diversity

5.	 Planning Design Recommendation 5: Recognize the 

multiple land uses of slums and informal settlements and 

the rarity of single function blocks/land-use specializations. 

�� The multi-dimensional activity on blocks should be understood 

and preserved as positive elements both within slums and 

other informal settlements and in terms of contributing to the 

dynamism of the broader urban environment. This principles 

also contribute to Principle 3 and 4. 

6.	 Planning Design Recommendation 6:  

Promote climate resilient design. 

�� Encourage the enactment or incorporation of climate 

resilient features in the local planning design and housing 

structures. 

�� Facilitate the development of zoning laws, detailed 

planning regulations and land-use plans ensure 

that housing is only built in non-hazardous areas 

(environmentally and geographically). 

Table 2 below provides a summary of the recommendations 

for neighborhood planning design in slums.

Table II - Detailed additional planning recommendations and actual situation in slums
Recommendation Indicator Current range in percent Tangible Benefits

PDR I Street & Land-use Recommended range: 30-45% LED / cul tura l  express ion / 

Multifunction streets mobility ( sidewalks / roads / streets) 0-10% mobi l i ty + inter-ci ty 

(unbuilt space) util ity (sewege/ streetlight etc.) 0-5% connectedness  / safety

public services (hospitals, parks etc. 0-5%

High Density / Recommended range 40-70% LED / energy effiecient

Planning Design Slums: vertical 80-90% (BC=100% / FAR=1) affordabi l i ty / safety /

Recommendation II                 horizontal 80-100% (BC=50% / FAR=1.5) increased access ibi l i ty

Density Informal Settlement: vertical 0-15% (BC=50% / FAR=1) affordabi l i ty / safety /
                horizontal 80-100% (BC=50 / FAR=1.5) increased access ibi l i ty

Planning Design Recommended Mixed-use range: 55-70% LED / Safety / 

Recommendation III economical use / informal economy 60-90% gender sens i tivi ty / 

Mixed-use built space residential use (exclusive) 10-30% conserves  land

Planning Design Single tenure 80-100% inclus ive communities  /

Recommendation IV Socio-economic diversity 15-40% encourages  divers i ty / 

Social Mix Identity Mix 50-80% strengthen socia l  netwerk

PDR V Single Block Function 0-10% community level  invest. in

Limited land-use Secure tenure 0-10% hous ing and neighborhood

specilaisation investments  / LED

PDR VI s trenghten cl imate res i l ience 

Resilient Design and prevention planning

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

Percentage

*  recognizing that residential spaces are also used for livelihood / LED activities 

Key
PDR Planning Design Recommendation

Current range for slums
Recommended range 5 priciples - PSUP additions
Recommended range following current 5 planning priciples
Overlap of current and recommended range
Flexibilty for multi-use

BC= Building coverage
FAR= Floor Area Ratio

Table 2: PSUP recommendations for sustainable neighborhood planning design12.

12	  Thanks to Katharina Manecke for her substantive technical inputs into this document. Hanne Vrebos also made inputs into an early version of the 
document. 
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Concluding comments
Slum and other informal settlements are different from formal 

urban areas. While they are often considered deprived spaces 

and clearly lack many basic and essential infrastructure and 

services, they also contain elements that can be preserved and 

that indeed, could add a dynamic dimension if incorporated 

into the rest of the urban environment. Slum and informal 

settlement dwellers arguably have a right as well as capacity, 

skills and knowledge that can be harnessed through such city-

wide integration efforts. Local planning and design can be an 

important step to facilitating those connections. 

The recommendations for upgrading projects outlined in this 

document, are aimed to guide technical practitioners as well 

as urban managers – including those community leaders who 

are often on the ground in local neighbourhoods making 

key design decisions. They provide guidelines which support 

and promote improve local amenity, physical design as well 

as key socio-economic and cultural outcomes – strengthened 

economic development, safety, the functional provision of 

basic services and improved mobility. 

The table in the following pages outlines the rationale behind 

the recommendations. It draws on the experience from the 

Participatory Slum Upgrading Programme and outlines some 

observations for each proposed recommendation as well as 

facts and figures from urban centres in developing country 

contexts. Column three re-states the PSUP recommendation 

including broad and specific guidelines and column four then 

proposes some associated urban planning implementation 

actions. 
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 d

iv
is

io
n 

be
tw

ee
n 

re
si

de
nt

ia
l a

nd
 e

co
no

m
ic

 fl
ex

ib
le

 a
nd

 le
gi

ti-
m

at
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 f
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l d
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 f
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 f
ac

ili
ta

te
 a

 
m

ix
ed

 u
se

 w
ith

 s
pe

ci
al

 
at

te
nt

io
n 

to
w

ar
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 c
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n 

ex
hi

bi
t 

hi
gh

 le
ve

ls
 o

f 
di
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m
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 o
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 c
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 c
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 d
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, c

iti
es

 w
ith

 a
 h

ig
h 

pr
op

or
tio

n 
of

 
sl

um
s 

of
te

n 
re

fle
ct

 d
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 m
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 f
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 o
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 d
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 m
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 c
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 c
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at
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at
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 c
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l m
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 p
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, d
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 f
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 m
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at
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 c
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at
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l m
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 t
er

m
s 

of
 s

ke
w

in
g 

th
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 f
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l p
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 c
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 c
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 c
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 p
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 d
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 p
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l c
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at
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 t
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 c
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 p
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 p
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at
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 o
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 p
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 f
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 f
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 f
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.
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 t
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, p
re

se
rv

e 
an

d 
fa

ci
lit

at
e 

m
ix

ed
 u

se
 w

ith
in

 t
he

 h
om

e 
sp

ac
e,

 i.
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es
id

en
tia

l w
ith

 s
om

e 
fa

ci
lit

y 
to

 
en

su
re

 a
 s

af
e 

an
d 

no
t 

ov
er

 c
ro

w
de

d 
re

si
de

nt
ia

l c
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 p
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 b
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 b
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 d
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 fl
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at
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 f
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 f
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l b
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 p
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 c
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