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HOUSING THE URBAN POOR 
l>y 

William J . Keyes, S.J . 

• Probably in no area of the development process of 
Third World nations are the economic and social im­
balances between rich and poor more glaring than in 

. housing. 

• Through several development decades, the Philip­
pines, like other nations, experiences an annual 
deterioration of it!! housing situation so that the gap 
between the number of families in need and available 
housing stock grows wider each year. 

~ 11 is 110w isl u/J l ish c<i 1/,u/. th e i1t1/ iu1111 l l,11c:k lut1 l j 

JJ1ts l1 i 11 11 /011 ·r,rd s lhrl'I' 111illio11 1wits 1111d the <fl i· 
11111 / ed annual 11ei,,t u11/Hnt1rh e~ ~110.0011 1111ita. 

• The situation is especially critical for low income 
families. Government projects, a drop in the bucket 
proportionate to national need, generally do not reach 
the poor. At the same time. the private sector con· 
centrates its energies and capital on the small well­
to-do minority representing at most 16% of the 
popul,tlon. 

• There is a curious polarity between what could be 
called the conventional approach to housing and the 
unconventional. The conventionnl for most people 
i~ the only recognized approach. 

~ Land is purchased at prevailini? market .prices and 
developed into subdivisions. Houses are designed 
by professionals and constructed o,f strong materials. 
Then the house is turned over to the occupant, who 
starts paying for it in monthly installments extend­
ing over twenty yearR or more. 

• This npproach is presumed by architects, bullde1·s 
nnd financiers. It is protected and supported by the 
rnrrent legal structures. Yet. it is oxplicitly th1~ 

approach that leaves the majority of the nution 
deprived of a basic human and family need: housing. 

• The unconventional approach comprises anything 
and everything that seeks solutions outside the 
above rigid framework. 

• Prior to development and urbanization, a family 
head could gather unmanufactured materials, and 
invite neighbors and relatives to help him construct 
a house that was adequate for his family needs. 

... But urbanization pressures sent land values up, in­
sisted on manufactured materials, imposed regula· 
tions and assigned only a passive role to the owner­
occupnnt. 

It i., ,1.~ if IJ,.,sc wlr fJ sci t/1es~ s /a11tlanls c.rµ/ui11 tu 
the Jw111eles~ mill io11s thut i 11 ct l ew mm·e yt11er-u · 
tio?c s, they just ,n ight get a house. /Ju t i1t th e 1112a,,­
wh:!c, t /t e !J s /r ui ,/d be p11 / ic11 / , ,wt y1·/ i,1 l it e 1,·u11 u/ 
"Lie uelnpm cu l ", 1111(/ u/Jo u,· u/1, th c!J sito11 /d not try co 
sutve the ir ow11 problem . 

~ The unconventional mind-set wonders whether by 
going backwards toward .historically earlier ap· 
proaches, solutions to a glaring modern problem 
can be more rapidly acco!J!plished. · 

• The problem with the conventional Is not that the 
house ls inferior, but simply that it ls too expensive., 
when viewed in proportion to the national problem. 

Th r; 1,-',ti/u/ .\l11t i vu."i e,'> l i 11111lt•.~ that u tc:u11 ,· u .11~11,., ,··~ 
//011.sv ,, /11,1•/,I 110 / c1,.,t 1ttorc //,rm t, uo and ~"'' /, a/f 
yrn1•'s iw,om c, that 1110,,thly puy111e11 t ~ s/,011/<l 11 01 
o; .cc~ed ~U '1o oi i"s :suluq, , 



• With 80% of the population earning less than Pii,000 
annually, housing solutions must be mnde available 
costing less thnn r12,ooo with monthly payments not 
exceeding rsr;. 

" 1'hrrc i.• nothing aimilablc at that. price and 1111der 
those terms. A co111pel,c11t SSS officia.l recently 
estimated that the " low cost" horcsc of today w ould 
cost 1-65,000. 

Nor can solutions be achic,·cd by wide-scale govem­
ment subsidies. The costs are beyond the capncitv 
of the nntionnl economy. Four hundred thousand 
units nt P55,000 would cost n staggering P22 billion! 

• Even with lowered unit costs, the economy itself 
could not absorb the burden. The Philippines re­
gularly spendR about P2 billion a yenr on housing -
2% of the Gross National Product. Shifting to n 
1'22 billion expenditure woulu :·s-eriously .dish1pt 'the 
economy as a whole, · - - · · · · · 

• Reco~nizing the inherent Jimitntions of the conven­
tional approach, the Institute of Ph_ilippine Culture 
of the Ateneo de Manila Umvers1ty undertook a 
study of various s1111atter communities .in the Great­
er Manila arcn. The aim of the study was to explore 
the unconventional; to see how the poor manage to 
house themselves in the face of such adversity. 

• The purpose was not to extol or glamorize the squat-
ters but to Icnm from them. . 

• Urbanization represents the greatest migration of 
peoples in the history of the world. Urbnnizntion 
plus population increase create n demand for more 
humnn dwellings in the ne.xt few decades than the 
totnl present housing stock of the nation. Whether 
this need will be met or frustrated depends greatly 
on the capacity of the nation to adjust to more 
realistic standards. It was hoped that the urban 
squatter, imitating more primitive housing tech­
niques, could lend insight into a problem that more 

_ ·· - educated· ·people have failed to solve. 

·,, • Some of the major findings of the I.P.C. study nre the 
• It is not a question of subsidy or non-subsjdy .. '.""7· follow,ing: 

but of totnl economic cnpncity of the nation: -Social"·''· ' · 
ized hllusing must be paid for by some entity -
even if not by the occupant. 'I'he gao between the 

... capacity: to . pay of -the majol'ity:·.of the population, 
an:d the .miniminn costs of houses .measuring up-to 
legal conventional standardR, is too great. 

• The pieces do not fit-so thnt eontinued pursuit of 
.the conventional npproa.ch cnn nt best lend to parj;ial_ 
11oli1tions ,vhich tend to hide the still unresolved 
problem, 

• Goven1111c11t,1. nro111ul the world, overwhelmed b11 
· :·th-c eriormity ··of t1i:e lio1isi11u problem; tend to ignore· 

or· :cvaa;e it. ·or prctciid 'they lui:iie solved it witli " 
-~ ii'natt~rm g- iJf; 11i9hli, subsidized and highly 71ubli­

cized projects tluit assist o'llly Cl ha'lldful. Mca.i11vhile, 
lo w i11eo111c groups, 1trbu11 squatters in particular, 
opemti11g 'illaoC1lly a11d 11si11u w1co11ve11tio11al tcch-
11iq11es, /1<111e b11ilt more lm111a11 cl welli11gs than th e 
combi11 cd. co11/:rib11tio 11 of govcrmncut C111c/ the ,pn-
11ate sector, 

• They hnve built without access to finance, with 
. Jimite:4 skills;·• 11nd· w~r):ting~ under: th~ continuous 
<'threat-of' demolition a1vl eviction. ' -Yet they h,!'Ye 

built millions of housing units judged by the owner­
occupnnt ns at least adequate for the needs of the 
family. 

* •:it . is .:curious· . that .while . govern merits admit .their 
incapacity to resolve the housing problem nnd tend 
to throw up their hands in despair, they i,imultnn­
eously pursue squatter demolition policies instead 
of re.cognizing . the economic accomplishment of 
these harassed people. 

1. The poor, generally, have no access to finance 
nnd have very little experience with it. · 

While the professional class automatically con­
ceives of, housing finance in terms of long-term 
amortization and mortgaging, such concepts' ' 
are foreign to the poor who build their house!I 
by stag:es, investing a few· }Jundred pesos nt n 
time. using money they either· s~ve or borrow 
on an informal or personal basis. 

AdjuRting to the poor there.fore, is not simply 
a matter of lowering interest rates and down 
payments nnd of using such technique3 as so­
called "balloon" payments. The basic"coriceot' 

· of such financing is psychologically unfeasible. 
·Projects that presume that the poor can handle 
·long-te_rm finance at' nil are liable- to fail.' ·.: 

2. The poor tend to-'i!cimomize .by •n variety of 
tactics that fhey have found work,ible in the 
city. 

--.. -- Very: few families use nil new . materials. 
Their materials . are . scavenged from fire ·-or 
construction sites or are purchased second- .. 

· ·hand, at low costs, · They include such items as · 
second-hand galvanized iron sheets,' flattened 

. cnns, discarded beer cases 'nnd rusty nails. The 
:poo1· mnke ex_tensive_ use of recycling. _ . 

Also, very few depend on h;red Inbor. They 
make hous.e-building n social occasion, inviting 
neighbors and relatives who· are served food 
,and.drink as the only rcwai:d ,fcir ,theii: .. labi:ir. 

· · :· ·. 3. While a fe.w· hnve had direct .contact with 
govemment agencies in relation · to house con­
struction, there is a general apaithy regarding 
home improvement. . The cause is land tenure 
instability or other forms of perceived or actual 
govemment restrictions. Families who had no 

.. . . . _p_lans for the future improvemcni . of . their 
.: : ho.uses expressed fear.of eviction as the reason. 

4. Despite l'he nbove, the squatter house is in a 
constant state of being built ns mrulerials and 
savings become available or ns neee:;;sity die: 

· ·- tales. · ·_· 

Dul'ing the past year alone, · thirteen 6.f the 51 
families interviewed made changes in t he house 
structure.- this despite a specific government 
prohibition in the Tondo Foreshore against such 
imp1'ovements while area upgrading is in pro­
cess. House improvement · is frequently related 
to enhancing · family income by building an 
extra room or storey to be rented out. Im­
prpvement is also made out of the necessity to · 
repair damage or replace ililnpidated parts. 

, 'l'he ·per~onnl testimony of some of the squatter 
· homeowners is perhaps. more revealing• than the 
summary statements abo'1e. Excerpts of ·interviews 
are presented here, abridge and translated from the 
original Tagalog. 

Filorneno Ramos 

I 1tias bor·ii in l(a_libo, Akin 11. a11cl came ·to· Man:ila 
..... : iit i 952 to look Joi- a jo6 ·ii/tci· ,i1iy fatiicr . dierl 

110 I could help ·111.y ·mother: brothers: cwd sister.•. 
I luwe lived -in. this house f or mora than 20 
yeurs now. We 1no11ed here and b1tilt the lwu.~e 

.· .. :-using wood tlwt we· had pickc1l np 01· was give11 
to ·1is. Piece , by . piece we we1·e able to nail 

· .. :-: • things togetlier, · to fo1·m a house. At first w e 
had only one room and through the years we 
added on more. I did not buy most of t he 111n­
t crials. But I have invested a lot of effort and 

· s1iieat on it. -If it doe:m't look like 11111ch, to 
· me ?t represents ple11 f.y .• · 

This "land." was vart of the sea before. We 
Ji/led it np until it becci111c sol frl, and 011 the land 
that we 111ade. we b11.ilt the house. I cousider 
this la'll(l rea lly m ine beca.use we "made" this 
lane/ ourselves. I wouldn 't ·11,-int to /eav-i tk i.~ 
place because it is 11ca.1· th e place where I wo,·k. 
I rcul/y lu111c 110 71/ans of mnvi1111 c/se111he1·e. 

Th e house is not. r eatiy fi11·i; he·d ye( Bnildi11y 
it is an on-going activity. I work on it myself. 
I 711111sed on ly recently because my saw w as 
stolen, They sciy carpcutcrs are cxpensi-vc, so 
I haven't hired any. I requested help only in 
putting up the 71osts. S()me friencls ca me awl 
he/p eel with th e work, Fo r th ei1· hr•lp, I ym·~ 
th em .~oft clrinks nnd biscuits. 

. Rolando Formoso 

I came to Manila with my wife in 1962, t o look 
for a job. At f irst, we. rented, a room in 11111 
11ncle's house in Saillpaloc for PJ5 a month. We 
later moved. into a reuteJ house 'in To11do­
Shortly cifter we had moved to Tondo, the gov-
1:rn111e11t decided to reloe11-te squatters fro-m. t/11· 
area to Sapa11[1 Palay. I found Sapaa[J Pal:z y 
too fc11·. so 1ce 11101:ed in with my friend - ,;1 !I 
lnimpurc- in Caloocan. 

After I was able to save a little money, I moved 
my family bade to Tm1do. When we retur-11 cd 

. to Tondo we fo 1111d that lwuscs lwvc been n-
built i11 the area a_qaht .. . I. bou1,1ht a slta.ck ~nadr 
of old discarded /Jee,· cases fo1 · PlJO. Jrlteu 
11111 employer ga11e 111r s'>?nc nld plan!.--~, I de-

. cided. t o sg/l the old hnu.sc and to start lmildin_q 
another. From then on ·we have l1cen cxpa111!· 
ing the house whenev~r we could . buy 01· fimt 
11wter.ials. I myself car-,-iccl m ost -pf thr 111•1te­
rials 11secl for exp1111din_q our ho-uHe. 

I like the idea of havi11g my ow11 house. though 
it may not be pretty. I don't have to wo1-r11 
ubout payin[I re11t. I dou't Hke to have pa y111n1l 
obligations because I do not receive regular pay. 
I lwve been planning to i111p1·ove my house but 
the yover11111e11t forbids it. Th e neiahborlwod 
association tells ns tlu1-t we should w ait since -it 
is 11eyotiating with the govcr11111 e11t to gi-ve " ·• 
the land , I don't I.now i f they'll succeed. W e 
just wait. We do not k11ow 1chcre th e!J'l/ more 
11,~ n e:rt . 

But ns for 111c, I 1l'o11ld like to stay near thr sea. 
w hich is our source of /irelihood, Of all th e 
places that I've li?led i11 I like this place best -
because it is ucar the sea 11 11d th e .mcu·lret, 

If ·1no11 cy we1·e available fnr borrowi1ig. I w onld 
certain/Ji borrow. provided. the r e-payment 
scheme is reaso11ablr. I would 1ea11t to build n 
house, a boa.t and fi sh t raps, and I would. ut · 
aside au amo11nt ta seJTc as. rnpita l fo, : .11l:J 
wife's · market sta ll. 

THE 'SITES AND SERVICES' APPROACH 

0 -The personal' testimonies ·above ·shouid ule;t ·eco;fo. 
mic planners to the realization: thaf :the· pub;uit of 
"development" h:ts closerl off an area of ,;ubtantial 
economic potentinl - the innate human desire of 
a mnn to decently house his. fomil:,-. 

~ All the above could be interpreted as idealistic and 
nostalgic but without practical application in a mo· 
elem urban context. Such is not the ca~e. Oth;ff 
Third World countries hm·e bc~un·to adopt a ''Sit,,;, 

·i nd SP.rvices:' .. :ipproa<:h·. to. thl'ir .housing. problem.· 



• 'l'he "Slte,i und 8ervlces" approach helps bring costs 
Into line with potential by capitalizing on and encour­
·aging the personal initiative of the home-owner. It 
Is the approach now very much recommended by the 
World Bank and by other International agencies. 

~ J;, a .. Sit, ·~ und Services" project, /<11td is /evded and 
provided ,vi ii. dra iuaye, wnter <listrilmtio11 - 11?t 
111•c,:ss11ril!I f r, roe/, hM1t(·sif1: - ~CW<'rlff/e, and e/ec­
/.1 ·icit11. :lc/cq11a/c sclt or,Zs a.re li11ill lf11c/ lflso a heu//.h 
cl inic. Th, · ,,,·en clt11sc 11 must. be 1cilhi11 rCtlch of 
111n,ior 11wr/rr ts 1111(/ 11d1Jq11n{ r Joh opf)or/1111i/ies . 

• A second-best alternative would be provision for 
adequate and inexpensive transportation. 

" Usually, there is no provision for housing, but they 
take advantage of savings already made in squatter 
housing. There should be, however, technical and 
financial assistance for house improvement. 

'' Sometimes core housing Is provided. !\lost important 
would be ~ecurity of tenure, a guarantee that the 
site is permanent, that there will be no further relo­
cation, once further improvements are added or 
neighboring land values rise. 

T h t HJJ/JfUttc/1 Lli.:lu 11/uc~ :; slr,·:,(.s "It lh1; 1t 11cd fu r ti 

,·i,1/,lc, .•trn ,1y penfl/l' 's orym, i:alio,1. <'lfJWh/1· 11/ Jw, 11t­
li11r1 Jill(lllCC or 11e11 enrti11!} self·lt elp r,1tl111sins111, ctl/(t 
of rcso/vi11,r7 th e 1111mero11s vmclical rrnd social pro h­
lcms of th e a,·ca. Th e o;·ga11izatio11 of tho v oor. so mc­
f imr.s /ookcd ou with suspicion, is almost all esse11tial 
iuf)redie11t to .mrr.RRR. 

~ ••Sites and Services" is not presented as u revolution­
ary substitute for conventional financial and legal 
stnndal'ds. Rather, it recognizes that these stand­
ards are beyond the reach of more th·m one-half of 
the population who must still he provided for. 

• It is not an ideal solution. There arc negative b ·ade­
offs in less than idenl land use in comparison to high­
rise solut ions. There is also some contribution to 
urban sprawl. Nevertheless, any other solution is 
unfensible. co11Ridcring the dimensiom1 of the prob­
lem. 

• "Sites and Services" has not yet been tried in the 
· Philippines . . The Tondo Foreshore will 1·epresent the 
first substantial attempt. 

. . . 
~ J:.'x isti11{} ywer11111e11t resd tle111 e11t un:a.s slwulcl not 

be considered ·•Sites n,,cl Se1·vices'' -µ, ·ojecls becu11s<' 
their i11 ccp li<m was moti-rnted more by a desire to r id 
the cit,,J of its poor tlw?I to act'lt(t/ly 1>roYide for them . 

~ .'!'he services that t1hould have prednted transfer, in 
most cases, were added only years nfter the project11 

were opened. fnltlal conditions were so bad that 
•10% of the orlglnnt "beneficiaries" filtered back Into 
the city out of economic desperation, only to be thus 
branded as "affluent" or "professional" squattel'8. 

a "Sites and Se1-vices" should be n positive program 
with government interfering in a highly speculativ£: 
land market nnd using eminent doma.in legal powers 
to buy up idle tracts of land close to the city. 

• Tens of thousands of homesites could be provided. 
The awardees would be attracted by the po~itive 
benefits of being given a chance to own a piece of 
land and build a house proportionate to one's own 
economic capacity and timing. 

' ' It is not only the desperately poor who are presently 
deprived of housing but the industrial working class 
who, by their lnbor, contribute as much as they can 
to society but still can not afford a house. 

* In the fifties, the People's Homesite and Hou.sing 
Corporation - PHHC - turned parts of Quezon 
City into projects. Since the houses were also pro· 
vided, the awardees were mostly middle-income fa-

. milies. Such an approach should be repeated, but 
this time with the government staying out of the 
construction business and providing_only basic ui·bnn 
services. 

CONCLUSION 

• The futu1·e of Asian cities will be determined by the 
swndard adopted for housing and the basic urban 
services of water, ele<:tricity, education and health 
care. 

* In the future, Manila ,viii rival in size the major 
mefropolitan areas of the developed world. Its 
population will be as large as New York, London 
or Paris. 

• Yet, the economic resources available to build the city 
nre a shoestring in contrast to the wealth of these 
developed nations. It Is a city where poor men live. 
The majority are poor. 

~ Pn/icilw //,11/. l.:11,I t" if/·llurc tltis j uG! ,, ,,r/ prc,; <1111 c 
that ,·011 ve 11/io11a/ !t,,,,s i ,19 i,; 1cit.hi,1 tlt e i!1'011omic 
C(IJ)ll<'il!I 11/ 111/ """ 11 11 t tJ1, ,,11, ·.,11,•;/ 11"it /10 11t 0/lfl/'l'S' 
s1on of t h P 1101>1 ·. 

Policies that tend to hide the poor, or drive them out 
of . the city, or ignore their existence, :ire clearly un­
just and tend to emanate from a mentality that only 
the well-to do own t.he city and have a right to It. 

#. (,,' o ven1t1t l:' ll l ::ihuul,I IIHlkt: it t:ll,'f i c , · i,,,. tlu JJOo ,· lt • 
live ill th e cit11. to live rr.•pednblc thouolt 111odrnt 
lt11111a11 li ves. to bc/01rg a11d co11lrib1dc to th e citv 
which hm, a/M br.comP fhr.ir ho mf . 


