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lums	 present	 challenges	 to	 the	 rapidly	 urbanizing	 world.	 They	 involve	 multiple	
dimensions	where	problematic	situations	occur,	especially	in	terms	of	no	satisfaction	
and	 even	 violation	 of	 dwellers	 rights.	 Past	 responses	 to	 change	 this	 reality	 often	

failed	because	they	didn’t	get	 to	 target	 the	causes	of	 the	visual	 reality.	This	has	been	so,	
because	of	the	partial	vision	of	slums.	Such	responses	have	been	generally	“based	on	the	
erroneous	belief	 that	provision	of	 improved	housing	and	related	services	 (through	slum	
upgrading)	and	physical	eradication	of	slums	will,	on	their	own,	solve	the	slum	problem”	
(UN‐Habitat,	2003).	This	approach	misses	the	dynamism	of	a	system	where	slums	are	an	
integral	component.	

This	 partial	 understanding	 of	 slums	 prevents	 policies	 from	 tackling	 the	 roots	 and	 thus	
succeeding	 in	 altering	 the	 logic	 behind	 the	 observable	 outcomes.	 Embedded	 in	 such	
approach	is	the	relying	on	the	formal/informal	distinction.	Through	such	lens,	the	whole	
urban	system	that	encompasses	 low	income	residential	areas	 is	missed	together	with	its	
complexity.		

When	 concluding	 her	 paper	 “Tenement	 City:	 the	 emergence	 of	 multi‐storey	 district	
through	 large‐scale	private	 landlordism	 in	Nairobi”,	Marie	Huchzermeyer	 (2007)	 rightly	
calls	 for	 understanding,	 conceptualizing	 and	 addressing	 the	 developing	World	 city	 “not	
only	 from	the	point	of	 view	of	 the	 ‘slum’,	but	 from	the	wider	urban	residential	market”.	
Departing	from	this	call,	the	present	paper	seeks	to	expand	the	understanding	of	slums	by	
turning	to	the	lens	of	governance	as	a	theoretical	framework.	Such	theoretical	framework	
expands	 the	 visualization	 of	 the	 city	 to	 grasp	 a	 whole	 system	 where	 slums	 are	 an	
interacting	 component	more	 than	 an	 exception	 to	 the	 rule.	 It	 also	allows	demonstrating	
that	there	is	a	dynamic	logic	behind;	and	it	requires	to	be	incorporated	to	policies	if	they	
are	to	ease	the	problems	that	rest	among	Nairobi’s	low‐income	residents.	

In	seeking	to	satisfy	the	aim,	this	study	zooms	in	one	particular	sub‐system	where	formal	
and	 informal	 sectors	 are	 intertwined:	 low	 income	 urban	 housing.	 Specifically,	 the	
following	 pages	 study	 slums	 in	 Nairobi	 through	 the	 lens	 of	 governance,	 in	 which	 the	
housing	 market	 appears	 to	 bear	 a	 critical	 role.	 This	 allows	 placing	 slums	 in	 a	 more	
complex	context	and	integrates	low	income	residents	to	the	wider	urban	tissue. 	

The	question	that	guides	the	study	is:	What	role	does	low‐income	renting	play	in	Nairobi’s	
housing	market?	By	shedding	light	on	the	answer,	the	study	will	provide	some	insights	to	
the	broader	question	of	the	extent	to	which	the	concept	of	informality	holds	to	understand	
slums.		

The	relevance	of	studying	slums	reality	through	the	perspective	of	governance	stems	from	
the	great	pressure	urbanization	is	placing	on	cities	and	the	repeatedly	failure	of	policies	to	
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effectively	 re‐channel	 the	 forces	 in	 the	 housing	market	 to	 aid	 the	 affordability	 of	 deign	
housing	by	the	lower‐income	population.		

The	 paper	 starts	 by	 presenting	 the	 theoretical	 background	where	 the	 contrast	 between	
the	dichotomy	formal/informal	and	the	concept	of	governance	is	schematized.	The	second	
section	identifies	the	conditions	of	the	residential	housing	sector	in	Nairobi.	A	third	part	
works	 on	 the	 analysis	 of	 the	 governance	 of	 such	 sector	 looking	 to	 provide	 its	 extended	
understanding	and	complexity.	Finally,	concluding	remarks	are	provided.	

1. Theoretical	background	

According	to	the	UN‐Habitat	“The	Challenge	of	Slums”,	informal	suggests	“a	different	way	
from	 the	 norm,	 one	which	 breaches	 formal	 conventions	 and	 is	 not	 acceptable	 in	 formal	
circles	–	one	which	is	inferior,	irregular	and,	at	least	somewhat,	undesirable”	(UN‐Habitat,	
2003).	 In	 the	same	report,	housing	 is	considered	 informal	 “when	 it	does	not	conform	to	
the	laws	and	regulatory	frameworks	set	up	in	the	city	in	which	it	occurs”.		

These	 definitions	 present	 a	 paradox	 that	 manifest	 in	 unfortunate	 realities.	 The	
undesirability	 character	 of	 the	 ‘informal’	 results	 from	 a	 biased	 conception.	 The	 housing	
sector	 is	 a	 good	 example	 to	 illustrate	 this.	 People	 live	where	 they	 can	 afford	 to	 live,	 be	
directly	 (e.g.	 income)	or	 indirectly	(e.g.	governmental	or	other	help).	That	 is,	 the	shelter	
found	 in	 informal	 settlements	 can	 only	 be	 considered	 undesirable	 in	 face	 of	 another	
feasible	option	that	provides	greater	comfort	and	security.	As	long	as	this	option	doesn’t	
exist	or	is	not	reachable,	holding	some	kind	of	shelter	becomes	still	desirable	despite	the	
low	 quality.	 In	 short,	 conceptualizing	 these	 settlements	 as	 undesirable	 appears	 as	 the	
judgment	of	an	external	observer.	As	Wamala	Muwonge’s	puts	it:	“to	what	extent	current	
policy	is	responsive	to	the	needs	of	the	low‐income‐level	population	and	to	what	extent	it	
simply	 reinforces	 housing	 patterns	 established	 under	 previous	 policy”?	 (Wamala	
Muwonge,	 1980).	 As	 an	 illustrative	 example	 consider	 the	 case	 of	 a	 new	 immigrant	 to	
Nairobi	 for	whom	Mathare	Valley,	 an	 area	 grouping	 a	 series	 of	 slums,	 is	 “able	 to	 adjust	
quickly	to	a	sudden	rise	 in	demand	for	housing	by	simply	building	more”,	 in	 fact	 it	 is	an	
ideal	 place	 since	 “cheap	 accommodation	 can	 be	 obtained	 together	 with	 casual	
employment”	(Wamala	Muwonge,	1980).									

A	consequence	of	this	is	that	who	can	offer	some	kind	of	housing	affordable	to	low	income	
inhabitants	holds	a	source	of	power.	At	the	same	time,	if	the	transaction	involve	is	renting,	
then	 tenants	become	vulnerable	 to	 and	might	 even	be	dependent	on	 their	 landlord.	Not	
grasping	this	side	of	 low	income	housing	alternatives	shadows	actors	and	dynamics	that	
feed	the	persistence	and	permanent	development	of	slums.					

Besides	the	paradox,	the	definition	of	informality	presented	in	the	cited	report	assumes	a	
clear	division	between	formal	and	informal,	but	in	reality	the	boundary	is	neither	clear	nor	
static.	 The	market	 logic	 behind	 the	 low‐income	 housing	 is	 not	 isolated	 from	 the	 formal	
world:	 it	 is	 framed	 by	 particular	 formal	 institutional	 arrangements	 and	 public	 policies.	
When	the	illegal	character	comes	into	the	concept	of	informality,	decisions	being	made	to	
delimit	the	boundary	between	formal	and	informal	become	hidden.	As	Elyachar	expresses	
in	 a	 study	 on	 Cairo:	 “the	 state	 cannot	 always	 be	 so	 neatly	 located	 outside	 informality”	
(Eluachar,	 2003).	 In	 the	 same	 sense,	 an	 assessment	 of	 the	 multiple	 sites	 of	 urban	
governance	by	Lindell	considers	that	in	the	context	of	“extensive	informalisation	of	cities”,	
while	 “many	 existing	 laws,	 policies	 and	urban	plans	do	 not	materialize”	 it	 happens	 that	
many	civil	groups	in	Africa	are	“involved	in	the	provision	of	urban	services	and/or	engage	
with	 the	 local	 state”	 (Lindell,	 2007).	 That	 is,	 what	 is	 not	 governed	 is	 still	 governed	
somehow,	becoming	“who	governs	then?”	a	critical	question.	

Therefore,	the	dichotomy	between	formal	and	informal	is	(a)	blurry	and	dynamic	and	(b)	
presents	 shortcomings	 to	 fully	 understand	 the	 complexity	 behind	 the	 developments	 of	
slums.	 To	 overcome	 such	 limitations,	 the	 present	 paper	 will	 consider	 as	 a	 theoretical	
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framework	 the	 idea	 of	 governance	 rather	 than	 government,	 breaking	 in	 such	 way	 the	
dichotomy.	 Lindell’s	 	 definition	 of	 urban	 governance:	 it	 encompasses	 “a	 range	 of	actors,	
multiple	sites,	various	layers	of	relations,	a	broad	range	of		activities	or	practices	aimed	at	
steering	 economy	 and	 society,	 involving	 various	 modes	 of	 power,	 as	 well	 as	 different	
scales”1	(Lindell,	2007).	The	practicality	of	this	conception	of	governance	draws	from	the	
fact	that	it	does	not	place	a	limiting	preconception	of	the	level	of	government	involved	in	
governing.	Thus,	 it	opens	a	window	 for	 the	real	power	structure	 to	emerge	 in	each	case	
analyzed.	This	is	important	for	the	analysis	of	cities	located	in	the	so	called	“global	South”,	
since	various	claims	have	been	made	on	the	need	to	build	the	understanding	from	those	
cities’	 realities	 instead	 of	 reading	 through	 lenses	 constructed	 from	 the	 “global	 North”	
reality	(Robinson,	2002;	Robinson,	2006;	Simone,	2004).					

Lindell	also	highlights	an	important	consideration	on	power	that	allows	understanding	the	
persistence	of	several	outcomes:	“how	is	power	actually	exercised?”	(Lindell,	2007).	Such	
consideration	will	prove	critical	in	grasping	the	extent	of	the	urban	system	in	which	slums	
are	a	dynamic	component.				

Building	 from	 such	 broader	 framework,	 the	 present	 paper	 aims	 at	 expanding	 the	
understanding	 the	 sector	 of	 low‐income	 housing	 in	 Nairobi.	 The	 following	 sections	will	
walk	the	reader	through	the	governance	pattern	feeding	the	persistence	and	development	
of	the	City’s	slums.				

2. Case:	The	conditions	of	the	housing	sector	in	Nairobi.		

Literature,	official	documents	and	news	articles	agree	on	the	fact	that	the	problem	faced	
by	Nairobi	 is	under‐supply	of	affordable	housing.	Part	of	the	cause	is	believed	to	be	that	
the	 profitable	 market	 has	 been	 ridden	 by	 high‐end	 housing,	 thus	 neglecting	 the	
construction	and	commercialization	of	cheaper	housing.	 	Two	questions	arise	from	these	
assumptions:	 (a)	 where	 and	 how	 do	 then	 the	 people	 that	 cannot	 afford	 these	 housing	
options	 live?	 (b)	 How	 is	 then	 the	 continuous	 development	 of	 multi‐storey	 buildings	 in	
slums	areas	explained?	

The	 answers	 to	 these	 questions	 demand	 bypassing	 the	 apparently	 clear	 but	 really	
controversial	dichotomy	between	formal	and	informal.	AS	this	is	achieved,	what	comes	to	
light	is	an	array	of	responses	to	the	shortage	of	shelter.		

To	 acknowledge	 this,	 multiple	 dimensions	 of	 housing	 must	 be	 bared	 in	 mind	
simultaneously.	Housing	is	indeed	a	basic	need.	But	not	less	important,	housing	is	not	only	
a	 resource	 in	 terms	 of	 ‘shelter’,	 but	 also	 as	 an	 economic	 asset.	 This	 second	 aspect	
materializes	directly	by	making	money	out	of	housing	as	an	investment	or	by	renting‐out;	
and	indirectly,	by	being	the	locus	of	other	businesses	(commercial	shops,	offices,	etc).	The	
following	sections	present	the	unveiling	of	these	aspects.	

Nairobi’s	housing	market		

Nairobi	hosts	7.84%	of	Kenya’s	total	population	in	only	0.1%	of	the	country’s	total	surface	
area	 (UNEP,	 2007).	 In	 terms	 of	 urban	 population,	 the	 Capital	 holds	 25%	 (UN‐Habitat,	
2001).	 Looking	 into	 the	 dynamism,	 Nairobi’s	 population	 is	 expected	 to	 experience	 an	
average	 annual	 growth	 of	 3.87	 till	 2020	 (Ruaf	 foundation,	 2010).	 Population	 density	
shows	great	variation.	The	City’s	average	is	3.079	people	per	square	kilometer,	but	it	is	not	
uniform	across	divisions,	not	even	within	the	divisions.	It	fact,	5%	of	the	residential	area	
(25.2%	of	Nairobi’s	territory	and	second	dominant	mode	of	land	use)	is	occupied	by	65%	
of	 the	 total	 city’s	population.	 In	addition,	high	density	spots	are	mostly	 located	 in	slums	
areas	(UNEP,	2007).		

These	 figures	 translate	 into	 a	 city	 socio‐spatial	 reality	where	 60%	out	 of	 the	 3.133.518	
inhabitants	of	Nairobi	lives	in	slums.	In	other	words,	1.5	million	people	live	in	“inadequate	
                                                 
1 Italics in the original. 
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housing	 with	 little	 access	 to	 clean	 water,	 sanitation,	 health	 care,	 schools	 and	 other	
essential	public	services”	(Amnesty	International,	2010).	In	this	context,	renting	became	to	
dominate	housing	occupation	in	Nairobi’s	slums.		

Currently,	official	estimates	claim	that	150.000	new	houses	are	needed	a	year,	though	only	
30.000	 are	 built,	 leaving	 an	 annual	 shortage	 of	 120.000	 (Central	 Business	 District	
statistics).	Additionally,	other	300.000	units	require	improvement	in	rural	areas	(Matindi,	
2008)	‐interesting	to	know	since	rural‐urban	migration	is	an	important	component	of	the	
city’s	population	increase.			

This	shortage	is	a	great	attraction	for	business.	Though	landlordism	takes	a	foot	ahead,	it	
must	 be	 highlighted	 that	 there	 are	 signs	 of	 increasing	 competition.	 For	 example	 Savana	
East	Africa,	a	real‐estate	company	from	United	States	has	identified	the	lack	of	affordable	
housing	 as	 an	asset	 for	business.	According	 to	 them,	 “Kenya	 is	 expected	 to	need	50,000	
new	 homes	 a	 year.	 Negotiations	 are	 under	 way	 to	 assist	 in	 the	 building	 of	 affordable	
housing	 and	 provide	 financing	 solutions2.	 Another	 big	 developer’s	 marketing	 manager	
recently	 considered	 that	 “cumulative	 housing	 shortage	 has	 piled	 up	 over	 the	 years	
creating	opportunities	for	investors”3.		

These	conditions	in	the	housing	market	show	that	the	shortage	of	affordable	housing	is	a	
dynamic	business	and	that	it	is	not	bounded	to	a	completely	irregular	sector.	Such	findings	
challenge	the	idea	that	the	formal	housing	market	only	targets	the	high	and	middle	income	
populations.	This	is	not	to	say	that	such	sector	provides	enough	housing	alternatives	that	
bare	 good	 quality	while	 remaining	 affordable,	 but	 it	 intends	 to	highlight	 that	 as	 long	 as	
there	 is	some	profit	to	be	made,	the	distinction	between	formal	and	informal	might	only	
restrict	the	needed	comprehensible	understanding	of	the	low‐end	housing	market.						

3. The	governance	of	the	housing	sector	in	Nairobi	

When	the	concept	of	governance	is	considered	the	picture	that	appears	behind	the	reality	
of	 the	 so	 called	 irregular	 settlements	 is	 one	 of	 a	 complex	 system	 involving	 actors	 and	
interactions	between	the	formal	and	informal	fields.		

The	previous	section	showed	that	the	so	considered	‘formal’	private	sector	fails	to	provide	
120.000	 new	 homes	 per	 year,	 but	 Nairobi’s	 population	 keeps	 increasing.	 People	 keep	
arriving	to	Kenya’s	capital	city.	So,	what	do	these	people	not	served	by	that	market	do?	As	
it	was	 stated,	 they	 rent	 low	quality	 shelter.	The	consecutive	question	 is	 then,	 to	who	do	
they	 rent?	 In	 terms	 of	 our	 theoretical	 framework,	 it	 will	 be	 shown	 that	 this	 question	
parallels	the	question:	who	governs	when	the	government	does	not	govern?		

a.	Governance:	 the	 relation	between	 the	 government	and	 the	 low‐income	housing	
sector	

When	 asking	what	 is	governed,	 slums	 in	 Nairobi	 present	 tension.	 On	 the	 one	 hand,	 the	
official	government	policy	is	“now	recognizing	the	existence	of	settlements	and	the	formal	
adoption	of	a	government	slum	upgrading	programme”	(Amnesty	International,	2010).	So	
far,	 the	government	seems	to	play	a	direct	role	 in	shaping	urban	reality	and	thus,	slums.	
On	 the	other	hand,	 the	previous	advance	has	not	 changed	 the	consideration	of	 slums	as	
irregular	by	the	local	government	(Amnesty	International,	2010).	Therefore,	 the	absence	
of	the	government	in	the	daily	life	of	the	low‐income	settlements	seems	to	remain.	Yet,	to	
grasp	the	picture	as	a	whole,	it	helps	considering	the	non	action	as	action.		

Reality	shows	that	 it	 is	 inaction	(or	sometimes,	 indirect	action)	what	 is	 to	a	 large	extent	
giving	way	to	the	particular	developments	of	Nairobi’s	slums.	If	the	regulation	that	Nairobi	
issues	 was	 accompanied	 by	 assertive	 monitoring	 and	 supervision,	 the	 reality	 of	 low‐
income	housing	could	be	quite	different.	A	 report	by	Amnesty	 International	on	slums	 in	
                                                 
2 http://www.savannaea.com/services.html 
3 http://allafrica.com/stories/201107070204.html 
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Nairobi	explain	that	“the	absence	of	any	official	supervision	of	existing	laws	and	standards	
means	that	private	developers,	including	landlords	and	structure	owners,	often	construct	
houses	without		complying	with	sanitation	requirements”	(Amnesty	International,	2010).	
This	is	also	corroborated	by	the	testimony	of	a	landlord	in	Huruma	who	expressed	that	“it	
used	to	be	compulsory	to	submit	plans	to	the	City	Council”	but	that	by	the	time	he	started	
building	 “it	 was	 chaotic:	 you	 submitted	 plans	 but	 you	 never	 heard	 from	 the	 Council”	
(Huchzermeyer,	2007).			

Therefore,	 though	 government’s	 indirect	 action	 or	 inaction	 sets	 elements	 shaping	 the	
urban	 system	 in	 which	 slums	 develop,	 these	 lie	mostly	 outside	 the	 official	 institutional	
scope	of	governing	actions.	In	this	context,	 large	scale	landlordism	makes	its	appearance	
as	the	most	powerful	actor	in	the	low‐income	housing	sector.				 	

b.	Governance:	the	relation	within	the	low‐income	housing	sector	

The	identified	shortage	of	housing	in	Nairobi	must	be	understood	as	a	problem	as	well	as	a	
resource.	 So,	 where	 do	 the	 people	 needing	 those	 120,000	 homes	 go?	 As	 Nabutola	
summarizes:	“although	an	informal	settlement	may	be	built	on	land	zoned	for	industry	and	
is,	therefore,	illegal,	it	provides	accommodation,	location	and	identity	for	its	inhabitants	at	
a	cost	that	 they	can	probably	afford.”	(Nabutola,	2005).	 In	other	words	the	possibility	of	
providing	those	needed	homes	becomes	a	resource.		

Once	 this	 is	 acknowledged,	 the	 question	 of	 “how	 power	 is	 exercised?”	 becomes	 crucial.	
Holding	a	resource	is	a	source	of	power,	often	feeding	a	multi‐dimensional	power	exercise.	
The	 answer	 to	 this	 question	will	 thus	guide	 the	unveiling	of	 the	 relation	within	 the	 low	
income	housing	sector	that	structures	the	governance	of	affordable	housing	in	Nairobi.		

So	as	the	government	doesn’t	govern	slums,	landlords	do	as	they	identify	it	as	a	business.	
The	 market	 here	 is	 characterized	 by	 an	 inelastic	 demand	 and	 a	 monopolistic	 type	 of	
supply.	
	
On	the	one	hand,	the	demand	that	arises	from	the	identified	affordable	housing	shortage	
appears	to	be	inelastic.	As	a	consequence	of	the	lack	of	provision	of	affordable	housing	by	
the	government	or	by	developers,	low	income	dwellers	have	no	option	that	turning	to	rent	
out	 from	 structure	 owners	 in	 slums,	 out	 of	 which	 95%	 are	 absentee‐landlords	 (Dafe,	
2009).	 As	 long	 as	 income	 prospective	 does	 not	 improve	 and	 returning	 to	 the	 places	 of	
origin	 is	 not	 an	 option	 for	 those	 newcomers	 in	 Nairobi,	 the	 low	 income	 population	
presents	a	quite	inelastic	demand	for	those	in	a	position	to	rent	cheap	options.					

The	previous	reality	results	 in	specific	conditions	of	 living	 that	manifest	as	a	very	visual	
existence	that	breaks	beyond	formal	supply.	Eventually	this	takes	authorities	to	inevitable	
having	to	deal	with	what	they	consider	the	“irregular”	housing	sector.		

The	 dynamics	 of	 such	 governance	 structure	 give	 space	 to	 perverse	 consequences:	
residents	lack	basic	sanitary	services	in	the	dwellings	they	rent	and	are	in	“fear	that	if	they	
construct	latrines,	landlords	will	raise	rents”	(Dafe,	2009).		

On	the	other	hand,	despite	 the	numerous	 landlords,	 the	extraordinary	profits	they	make	
and	the	limitations	dwellers	have	to	easily	switch	from	one	landlord	to	another	give	space	
to	 some	kind	of	 discretionary	monopolistic	 supply	 of	 lower	 price	 housing4.	 Renting	 is	 a	
business	in	a	direct	way,	via	renting	or	as	an	investment,	and	in	an	indirect	way,	when	it	
serves	as	the	location	and	space	for	developing	another	business	(drugstore,	water	store,	
etc.).	They	could	in	fact	be	linked:	in	Kibera,	the	biggest	slum	in	Nairobi,	“630	of	the	650	
water	 kiosks	 in	 operation	 are	 run	 by	 private	 agents”	 (Dafe,	 2009).	 Often,	 such	

                                                 
4 Lower in relation to the “formal” housing supply, because given the quality offered and the percentage 
of income it implies for the dwellers, calling cheap the cost of these rents seems unfair.  
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arrangements	 are	 in	 hands	 of	 landlords.	 Understanding	 this	 link	 earns	 particular	
importance	when	trying	to	work	out	slum	upgrading	policies.					

Given	 the	 demand	 for	 housing,	 the	 restricted	 horizontal	 space	 and	 the	 unrestricted	
building	 code,	 vertical	 advance	 becomes	 a	 profitable	 business.	What	 is	more,	 being	 this	
type	of	housing	almost	a	giffen	good,	in	the	sense	that	there	are	no	other	(cheaper)	options	
to	substitute	it,	landlords	see	providing	dwellings	with	no	sanitary	facilities	the	basic	cost	
effective	 strategy.	 In	 other	 words,	 structure	 or	 house	 owners	 “focus	 primarily	 on	
maximizing	incomes	by	renting	out	a	high	number	of	structures	or	houses	and	paying	little	
attention	to	the	availability	and	adequacy	of	sanitation	facilities”	(Amnesty	International,	
2010).	 So,	 the	more	 costs	 of	 construction	 and	maintenance	are	 reduced,	 the	 greater	 the	
profit,	 this	 is	 not	 only	 the	market	 incentive	 but	 a	 possibility	 stemming	 from	policy	 and	
politics.	On	the	one	hand,	Kenyan	 law	places	“primary	responsibility	 to	ensure	adequate	
access	to	sanitation	at	a	household	level	with	the	private	individuals	and	companies	that	
own	houses	and	structures”	(Amnesty	International,	2010).	On	the	other	hand,	there	is	no	
governing	of	slums	by	the	government	and	a	relationship	of	reciprocity	between	landlords	
and	the	administration	(Dafe,	2009)	accompanies	by	no	supervision	of	legal	compliance	by	
landlords	concerning	construction.			

But	renting	is	not	the	only	component	of	this	business:	the	lack	of	sanitary	services	in	the	
dwellings	means	a	new	demand	that	will	have	to	be	satisfied.	If	the	‘formal’	sector	doesn’t	
provide	 it,	 then	 someone	 will.	 The	 fact	 that	 are	 landlords	 providing	 them	 puts	 severe	
tension	in	the	dichotomy	of	formal/informal,	since	it	is	a	deliberate	result	from	the	formal	
sector	 decision.	 In	 addition,	 some	 of	 the	 secondary	 businesses	 depend	 on	 a	 formal	
provision,	as	the	example	of	water	illustrates.	

To	synthesize	 the	dynamic	 logic	overriding	 the	housing	complex	 system	 in	which	slums	
are	just	one	component,	its	worth	quoting	Amnesty	International’s	report	(2010):		

…Most	residents,	usually	tenants,	can	do	nothing	about	the	poor	sanitation	or	the	
fact	 that	 structure	 owners	 are	 not	 complying	 with	 existing	 laws	 and	 standards	
because	 City	 Council	 and	 public	 health	 authorities	 will	 not	 act,	 as	 they	 still	
consider	slums	and	informal	settlements	as	irregular…	

	

Conclusion	

Slums	are	definitively	a	challenge	to	cities	that	bare	high	rates	of	urban	population	growth,	
but	 they	are	not	an	 isolated	reality	 in	an	urban	context.	They	are	an	 integral	part	of	 the	
whole	 city	 system	 in	 which	 the	 formal	 and	 informal	 sectors	 are	 bridged	 by	 multiple	
relations	of	actors	and	sectors.	As	 long	as	this	is	not	acknowledged,	attempts	to	mitigate	
the	negative	 realities	 that	slum	dwellers	experience	will	not	be	able	 to	effectively	 tackle	
the	 causes	 and	 vivid	 dynamics	 that	 allow	 the	 permanence	 and	 development	 of	 these	
settlements.		

In	the	case	of	Nairobi,	the	demand	for	affordable	housing	becomes	inelastic	in	face	of	no	
alternative	 provision	 by	 developers	 or	 the	 government.	 This	 calls	 for	 a	 monopolistic	
supply	reinforced	by	the	context	of	no	direct	governing	by	the	local	authorities	that	favors	
large‐scale	landlordism	based	on	profit	from	low	quality	construction	and	maintenance	of	
structures.	In	this	context	then,	the	role	of	low‐income	renting	in	the	City’s	housing	market	
is	to	offer	an	increasing	demand	that	presents	quite	inelastic	and	that	can	be	satisfied	even	
when	 the	 quality	 of	 what	 is	 offered	 is	 taken	 to	 the	 minimum	 (e.g.	 minimum	 costs	 of	
production	 assured)	 and	 even	 safely	 evading	 important	 capital	 	 and	 transaction	 costs	
involved	in	the	middle	and	higher	end	housing.									

Yet,	though	slums	present	challenges	and	embed	real	problems	for	their	population,	they	
must	not	be	only	understood	as	a	problem.	As	the	case	of	low	income	housing	presented	in	
the	 previous	 pages	 show,	 even	 what	 seems	 undesirable	 can	 still	 be	 a	 very	 valuable	
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resource.	 Understanding	 this	 quality	 supports	 the	 advance	 towards	 urban	 theories	 that	
break	with	the	“northern”	bias.		

Considering	the	broader	framework	of	governance,	the	‘resource’	side	of	urban	problems	
works	as	constructive	component	in	its	capacity	to	provide	actors	with	sources	of	power.	
Thinking	about	the	urban	reality	from	such	perspective	provides	a	tool	to	see	and	to	grasp	
deeper	 the	 complexity	 of	 the	 urban	 reality.	 It	 proved	 effective	 to	 understand	 the	 low	
income	 housing	 sector	 in	 Nairobi	 as	 it	 allowed	 identifying	 the	 differences	 in	 influence	
among	the	actors	involved	(local	government,	landlords	and	dwellers)	and	understanding	
the	pervasive	 logic	 that	 structures	 the	 “high	cost	 low	quality	 trap”	 (Gulyani	et	al.,	2006)	
lower	 income	population	 lives	 in.	 Building	 from	here,	more	 suitable	 analysis	 on	 several	
cities	aiding	more	effective	policy	making	for	the	mitigation	of	the	pervasive	realities	slum	
dwellers	experience.		
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