
CHAPTER 10

PARTICIPATORY HABITAT AND
SHELTER PROGRAMMES

Human settlements cannot be reduced to components related to
physical infrastructure. They represent a sector of intervention where
many different factors interact. Climate, religion, culture, economics,
ethnic identity, social and family values and systems of organisation, all
interact with the region’s topography, hydrology and geology, to
determine the nature of a human settlement. Many emergency actors
view the human settlement from the simple perspective of shelter. This
might be correct when the issue is to protect the population in the
short term from the sun, rain or cold, but, beyond the first week, the
approach has to be modified to engage with other factors. The role of,
and the possibilities offered by, participatory techniques in the field are
presented in some detail in this chapter.

A house is a living area, which evolves with the household. It
defines and limits a family’s territory. The participation of the
household is, therefore, essential in the design and construction of its
living area.

Housing and human settlements are particularly subject to cultural and
social specificities, which can vary between villages, neighbourhoods
and even families. A shelter project will not be effective unless it takes
them into account. Failure to do so can lead to:

houses being abandoned;
houses or building materials being sold;
houses being taken down (levelled); and/or
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• certain minorities or population groups being put at risk or
excluded from a project (such as women or the elderly).

Furthermore, the involvement of affected populations in shelter
programmes can have long-term positive effects on the population’s
resilience, notably when traditional building techniques are improved.

As in other sectors, it is important to avoid excluding particular groups,
notably women. In many cultures, the home is the sphere of women;
they manage it. Hence, it is essential that they be consulted, informed
and involved in the project process, particularly in regard to:

their expectations and needs in terms of privacy and security;
the organisation of the house (kitchen and laundry, for instance);
and
the location of the house (its proximity to the water point and
market, for example).

Protection, security, impartiality and independence should be taken into
account. In particular, land rights are often a politically and socially
delicate matter, especially in conflict situations, where control of
territory is at stake. You should thus have a precise understanding of the
political and legal situation. It must be addressed from the outset to
avoid problems later in the programme and creating security risks for
people from the affected population15.

15 Note that the present chapter does not cover specific issues related to refugee and IDP

camps.

!
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10.1 ASSESSMENT

10.1.1 WHO TO ENGAGE WITH

In this sector—involving individual, family and collective interests—
there are four groups of stakeholders that you can engage in
participatory strategies, each touched directly or indirectly by the crisis,
and, in one way or another, part of the ‘affected population’.

Table 23 The various stakeholders that can participate in a shelter programme

Stakeholders Options for participation
Local and municipal As a result of the growing trend towards decentralisation, local
authorities, where administrations often run basic social services and infrastructure
these exist and represent, in most instances, a rich pool of knowledge and

expertise. Their role in preventing natural and technological
risks  (local authorities have the responsibility to identify the
risks of each area and establish rules and laws) is paramount.
They are also key actors in ensuring law and order, and in
managing property matters and issues concerning land rights. It
will be important to bring them onboard, with a positive attitude.

Local organisations Local organisations can serve as a useful and effective link with
(NGOs and CBOs) the population, increasing the efficiency of the international

actor, while ensuring that the programme is more suitably
rooted in socio-cultural terms.

The small-business The small-business sector can stimulate the revival of the local
sector (such as masons economy, supplying materials and skilled labour.
and brick makers)

Families and individuals Families and individuals are most interested in the programme,
and are ready to be directly involved in its design and
implementation.
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10.1.2 DESCRIPTION OF THE ROLE OF SHELTER AND HUMAN SETTLEMENTS

Understanding the role that shelter and human settlements play in the
local culture and society is particularly important, as it will partly
determine the type of shelter that should be provided and the house
design.

The following graph highlights the main issues that should be discussed
in the focus group. The objective is to describe the functions that a
shelter should fulfil, and how this can be achieved.

During the shelter reconstruction projects that were launched following the
earthquakes in Nahrin, Afghanistan, community representatives insisted
that NGOs review their house design and build two rooms instead of one, as
this was essential to guarantee that the privacy of men and women was
respected.

Participatory identification of the role of shelter and human settlements

PRIVACY

ECONOMIC ACTIVITIES

INTIMACY

PROTECTION

COLLECTIVE SERVICES: HEALTH, WATER,
EDUCATION, ETC

SOCIAL RULES & OBLIGATIONS

Step 2 Describe the role of the human settlement

Step 1 Describe the role of the house
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Phase 1 A group session describing the nature and magnitude of the phenomenon
that triggered the loss

Step 3 group discussion to
describe the situation after
the crisis and to highlight
the difficulties

Step 1 group discussion
on the situation before the
crisis

Step 2 group discussion to
describe the crisis and to
compare it with other
known phenomena. What
happened and to what
extent? What were the
direct and indirect
ramifications?

After the 2001 earthquakes in El Salvador, single women insisted that the
sheeting provided for temporary shelters be opaque and strong. In the
past, it had been translucent, making it easy to see when they were alone.
Given that it could be easily cut with a machete, many women had been
raped.

Separate focus groups can be organised according to gender, ethnic
group or socio-economic status, to ensure that various perspectives are
taken into account.

10.1.3 IDENTIFICATION OF THE PROBLEM.

The nature of the problem has to be clarified.

Causes of the problem. Why is a shelter and habitat programme
required? The issue here is not only to describe the crisis that
resulted in the loss of shelter (such as an earthquake or war), but
also to identify vulnerability factors (including poor construction
techniques or materials and the type of ground on which the
shelter was built).
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10.1.4 IDENTIFICATION OF EXISTING SHELTERS AND HUMAN SETTLEMENTS

Participatory methods that bring together the population, local civil-
society institutions and the local authorities are very useful in
determining a number of factors that influence habitat and shelter
programmes. Among them are natural risks and land and property
rights.

The following figure presents the various steps that should be
considered in describing these factors.

Phase 2 A group discussion with the population and the authorities to determine why
they are not able to deal with the problem

Step 3 Group discussion
to identify, qualify and
quantify the needs that
local stakeholders are
unable to respond to.

Step 1 Group discussion
to try to recall past
experiences

Step 2 Group discussion
to identify possible
technical options and
strategies

Causes of the difficulties encountered by local actors called to
respond to the problem. Why are the population and the local
authorities unable to deal with it on their own?
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Figure 27 Land use map for the community of San Rafael Abajo, El Salvador

Determining factors that influence habitat and shelter programmes

1 Land availability
2 Existing assessments and plans
3 Identification of the various types of land rights and land laws that can co-exist

(traditional and modern, for instance)
4 Access to basic infrastructure and services, and to economic opportunities (like markets

and employment pools)
5 Participatory mapping exercises and transect walks can be organised to provide

detail on the existing situation, known risks and existing land reserves.
6 At the end of the exercise, a shared assessment is generated of where land is available,

its characteristics and its civil-engineering requirements, as well as of the deficit that exists
between needs and reality in regard to basic services

7 Participatory planning of how these macro needs can be met can be carried out.
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10.2 DESIGN
Participatory design of a shelter programme needs to address the
following issues:

the selection of households (targeting);
the selection of sites;
the house design;
the choice of materials and techniques; and
the timeframe.

10.2.1 TARGETING

Most of the guiding principles on participatory targeting have been
discussed in earlier chapters, which the reader should refer to. The
following two points, however, are particularly relevant to targeting in
relation to habitat/shelter and need to be discussed with local
stakeholders.

Economic status Too great a focus on the most vulnerable can
sometimes result in people immediately reselling the house or
construction materials that they have been provided with in
order to address other, and, in their view, more important, needs.
Social impact Receiving a house that has built using a
considerable amount of construction materials can have an
important effect on social and economic status. Perhaps
assistance in the field of habitat is more prone to misuse and
misallocation (in regard to client–patron relations) than food aid
or the distribution of consumption items.

The targeting process should be highly transparent; the selection
criteria and details of who will benefit from the programme should be
circulated widely using various means. Redress and sanction
mechanisms should also be discussed and established as part of the
participatory process.
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Focus group on targeting in shelter and habitat programmes: an agenda

Step 1 Why target?

Step 2 How to target? Identification of targeting criteria.

Step 3 How to inform the targeted families?

Step 4 How to deal with the frustration of non-targeted families?

Step 5 How to manage complaints?

Step 6 How to respond to social pressure and the risk of incorrect
attribution?

Step 7 How to handle the potential sale of construction items after
their distribution?

Be careful not to exclude minorities and vulnerable groups that are not
able to contribute their time or labour to the programme, such as
widows, single mothers and the elderly. It is possible to find ways in
which they can also benefit from, and contribute to, the programme.

In many cultures, for instance, widows or single mothers live with
another family or with members of their extended family. One way of
targeting them is to provide building materials that can be used to
enlarge or improve the family home, instead of supplying a single
woman with a house of her own. This can also aid her integration into
the household.

!
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10.2.2 DETERMINING POSSIBLE HOUSE DESIGNS

Determining the house design involves three steps, which are taken in
parallel, and in the following order.

Choosing the programme site.
Selecting the programme approach.
Designing the house.

A Choosing the programme sites
Issues concerning access to land and property are addressed at this
point. It is essential, therefore, to understand the stakes and their
implications for the affected population. For example:

areas are now (or already were) too risk-prone or ill-suited to
house construction (such as after an earthquake or a landslide);
the land is the private property of an individual or institution,
which permits households to settle there in exchange for their
labour. (The Colonos in El Salvador, for instance, where people
work for large landowners, who often exploit them, in exchange
for the right to live on their land); or
the sites are strategically or economically important to certain
stakeholders (like areas in rebel zones and regions coveted by
multinational corporations).

Selecting sites in a participatory manner can help to address these and
related protection issues. Discussions can be held on the consequences
of:

building the new house in situ (or rehabilitating the previous
one);
moving a household whose home and land have disappeared or
are located in an area that has become too dangerous;
shifting the entire affected population to an equipped site
(existing village or neighbourhood); and
creating a new neighbourhood.
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The choice of site is very sensitive to property and economic interests.
You should be careful not to reinforce the vulnerability of particular
groups by promoting certain technical options. For instance: creating
temporary lodgings close to maquiladoras,16 or providing households
with a source of temporary employment, but not with access to
permanent housing or services.

B Selecting the programme approach
All crises do not result in the complete destruction of human
settlements. The shelter approach that you adopt will be selected
according to the extent of the damage, as well as the socio-economic
and cultural context.

Temporary solution.
Light rehabilitation of partly destroyed habitat.
Extensive rehabilitation.
Total reconstruction.
A combination of the above.

The findings from the participatory assessment will enable alternative
approaches and technical options to be identified and discussed. It is
always interesting to put on the table information and experiences to
show participants that their problem is not unique.

Next, you should analyse the various technical options that are available
for your chosen approach, and weigh up their respective advantages and
disadvantages.

16 Maquiladoras are companies that settle in countries where labour is cheapest, bringing in

raw materials and exporting the final product, such that there are no benefits to the host

country. They leave the country as soon as a cheaper source of labour materialises elsewhere.

!
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Table 24 Analysis of comparative advantages and disadvantages of different technical
options in a shelter/habitat sector

Temporary shelter

Intermediate shelter*

Prefabricated

Final house

Distribution of building materials

Others (such as through local
business or local micro-finance
schemes)

DisadvantagesAdvantagesMost appropriate context

* An intermediate shelter programme involves providing a temporary shelter, and then developing it into a
permanent house

C Designing the house
This phase should enable you to identify collectively the materials
required to build shelters that satisfy the needs and desires of the
affected population, as described in the assessment phase.

It is important to bear in mind that those assisted by shelter
programmes will continue to modify their house beyond the lifetime of
the programme.

Tools that support participatory house design include field visits,
photo displays and focus groups.

Sometimes it is possible to organise a visit by a representative group
of the affected population to another project. The feedback session and
ensuing discussion can create a very good forum for house design.

It is very important to ensure that a number of financial elements are
discussed with people that are to be assisted. A house represents an
important asset.
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Table Mesa

Maize Maiz

Granary Granero

Water
Agua

Traditional kitchen Comal

Hammocks
Hamacas

Figure 28 Plan for a house in a rural context in Central America

WC Letrina

Poulty Pollos

Its size should be limited to prevent jealousy among non-
recipients (but large enough to accommodate the entire family).
It should remain within the equivalent of three-to-five years of
the family’s annual revenue to avoid immediate sale.
It should not trigger too many recurring costs in terms of tax
and maintenance, for example.
The family must be able to meet the cost of making
improvements to the house at a later stage, such as building extra
rooms.

10.2.3 CHOICE OF BUILDING MATERIALS

In many contexts, the type and quality of materials used in shelter and
habitat programmes have been a source of complaint and have caused
major problems. In most cases, this is the result of the non-participatory
selection of materials. It is vital, therefore, to ensure that a proper debate
is held on the issue.
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continued

Table 25 The different types of materials used in Central America

Context in which its Advantages Disadvantages
appropriate

Adobe

Bahareque
technique
(layering of
wood and earth)

Cement blocks

Appropriate for rural
context, but not for flood-
prone areas. A lot of
water is needed to
prepare the raw materials
(such as those required to
make the bricks). The
programme should be
implemented during the
dry season if the bricks
are to dry properly
before the walls are
erected.

Appropriate for rural
context, but not for flood-
prone areas. Requires a
lot of water. But the
programme should be
implemented during the
dry season.

Appropriate when access
is easy and transportation
costs are low, particularly
in urban areas.

Natural resource,
potentially available free
of charge.Traditional,
environmentally friendly
technology. Can be
produced at the family or
group level. Can be easily
reproduced with local
resources (good in regard
to developing the
house).If well built, it is
highly resistant to
earthquakes.

Earthquake resistant.Thin
walls appropriate in
environments where
space is scarce.Highly
resistant to soil vibration
(produced by
earthquakes and
volcanoes).Walls can be
constructed rapidly.Know-
how easily spread when
local materials are
available.

Enables quick
construction. Considered a
modern material with a
high social value.
Provides a sense of
security and solidity.

Population can be reluctant,
as adobe houses have been
known to collapse during
earthquakes.May be fragile.
Construction and
maintenance is time-
consuming. When introduced
as a new technology, it
requires a lot of monitoring
and technical extension
work.

Low status in terms of social
value.Increased risk of
parasites.  Requires
maintenance.Essential
requirements  are wood or
bamboos (in some places this
increases the risk of
deforestation and/or may
lead to high costs being
involved to purchase these
materials)

Diffusion This technique is
rarely adopted because it is
expensive and requires
technical knowledge and
expertise.] Not necessarily
suitable in specific contexts
(in areas with high
temperatures this technique
is not suitable due to low
thermo isolation)]).Very high
transport costs where road
access is difficult

A table establishing the types of materials available and their respective
advantages and disadvantages can be developed in a specific focus group.
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Table 25 The different types of materials used in Central America continued

Context in which its Advantages Disadvantages
appropriate

Prefabricated

Iron sheet

Plastic sheeting

Appropriate when access
is easy (large roads) and
transportation costs are
low.

During the emergency
• Mainly as a more
secure alternative to
plastic sheeting. After the
emergency
• Rehabilitation of small
economic activities (ie
commercial activities)
• For reparation of partly
damaged houses

Material for the acute
phase of the emergency
Valid in all contexts

Enables quick
construction. Considered a
modern material with a
high social value.
Provides a sense of
security and solidity.

Can be recycled and used
in final house design.
Light and not dangerous
in the event of an
earthquake.
Easy to install
Sense of security and
privacy

Low cost
Can be erected quickly
Light and not dangerous
in the event of an
earthquake
Perceived as a temporary
material.

Very costly and limited by
logistical constraints. No
learning process; not
replicable. Complex
execution.Difficult for
household to make additions
later using same material.

Not perceived as temporary
material. Can dramatically
modify landscape if used
widely
Relatively costly
Poor thermo-calorific
characteristics (in hot
countries, the temperature of
iron houses is very high
during the day and low at
night)

Will not contribute to making
the temporary solution
sustainable
If the quality is not good, it
will not provide protection
from the weather, privacy
and intimacy, or security
Plastic sheets are easily
broken with scissors, knives
or machetes; assets, food and
seeds can be stolen; womens’
vulnerability is increased,
especially regarding widows,
children and elders
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10.2.5 WHEN TO IMPLEMENT THE PROGRAMME?

As seen in chapter 3, it is very important to ensure that the
programme’s schedule takes into account local constraints in regard to
time and labour availability. These factors should be considered in the
design phase, to ensure that no difficulties are confronted during
implementation.

Depending on the type of programme and the kind of house that is to
be built, the time required at the family level can vary considerably.
Participatory discussion to establish an activity calendar is very
important, enabling the identification of:

period(s) when people have time available; and
period(s) when it is possible to carry out construction (in regard
to the climate, the water supply and access to raw materials, for
instance).

Climate
Rainfall
Temperature

Economic
activities

Crop calendar
Seasonal migration

Festivals
Religious events

Training workshops
Brick production

National celebrations

Social
activities

Construction
Infrastructure/services

Optimal
period for
construction
work

DNOSAJJMAMFJ

Table 26 A seasonal activity calendar and the various implementation stages of the shleter
programme
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It is particularly important to consider local work patterns and
schedules, and to ensure that livelihoods and coping mechanisms are
not negatively affected by the programme. Activities that should be
considered include:

food preparation;
childcare; and
sowing, harvesting, watering and maintaining crops.

In Colombia, following the Bojaya massacre, the affected population
gathered together in several cabildos (village assemblies). During these
meetings, it:

 chose to move the entire village;

 made drawings to identify the location of the church, port, town square,
town hall, and community meeting room; and

 designed the house that each household would take possession of
(including the building materials and the techniques to be used).

Engineers hired by the Colombian government took the documents
prepared by the population and drafted the technical plans.

10.3 IMPLEMENTATION
Building houses is an activity that people have been engaging in for
centuries. In every context, local know-how will exist in relation to the
soil type and how materials can be transported, for example. It is
important to utilise it!

Local knowledge and techniques can be built on and reinforced via the
introduction of innovations (like earthquake mitigation) that can be
adapted to the local context. Capacity building in regard to the affected
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population’s construction skills can be a key component of
implementation.

There are many ways in which the affected population can actively
participate in the implementation of a shelter programme (see the
graph below). The level and nature of stakeholders’ contributions must
be clearly defined in a participatory way during the design phase,
through discussions with members of the affected population and other
stakeholders.

Various set-ups can be organised to manage implementation in a
participatory manner. For example:

you can establish partnerships with local CBOs or institutions
with an implementing capacity;
you can subcontract various tasks (such as the transportation of
materials or the preparation of bricks) to local stakeholders (like
small businesses); or
your organisation can assume responsibility for coordination and
supervision, while households contribute labour and materials.

Areas of discussion with regard to possible participation

DEMANDS

AREA OF DISCUSSION WITH
REGARD TO POSSIBLE

PARTICIPATION

Transport of
materials

Making bricks at
a household level

Provision of raw
materials (such as

earth, water
and wood)

Labour (paid or
unpaid? Food-for-work

or cash-for-work?)
Financial

contribution (does it
involve taking out

loans?)

Food for masons
and skilled
labourers
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10.4 MONITORING
Although mostly covered in chapter 5, there are, nevertheless, a few
issues specific to the shelter/habitat sector that need to be considered.

Technical quality One potential source of problems is the belief
that the construction of houses is easy because it utilises local
expertise. In fact, it is often the case that only a handful of
specialists possess these skills. Furthermore, knowledge of how to
make bricks does not equate with ability to erect a proper wall.
This is especially so when new techniques have been introduced
(such as earthquake mitigation), notably in areas prone to natural
disasters. Regular technical supervision and guidance is,
therefore, necessary.
Impact on local markets It is important to keep an eye on local
markets, which can be affected significantly by the procurement
of construction items. It is not uncommon to find some of the
distributed materials in these markets.
Impact on the family It is important to ensure that households are
able and available to work on the shelter programme throughout
the process (harvest earlier than planned, physical strain on the
elderly or handicapped people, difficult for single women etc.).

Different participatory mechanisms can be established for monitoring.

Monitoring committees.
Selecting designated persons with monitoring skills.
Regular stakeholder visits to markets or other public places and
discussion when unusual phenomena are detected; and
Focus groups and interviews with households.
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10.5 EVALUATION

A participatory evaluation should highlight the views of the affected
population and other stakeholders in respect of:

the quality of the programme (technical design, location, and the
availability of services, such as electricity, water and sanitation);
positive impacts (were needs satisfied? Has the programme
reinforced the security of family members?); and
negative impacts (particularly on the environment, and in
relation to security/protection and minorities/discrimination).

It is possible to organise field visits and group discussions on these
issues. In most cases, groups will be mixed (in terms of gender and the
stakeholders involved). Sometimes, though, a more considered and
sensitive approach (culturally and politically, for instance) is required.

1 Quality issues quality
of the construction (design
and material); sense of
security and privacy;
occupancy rate;
satisfaction with the
programme process

2 The positive effects of
the programme

3 The negative effects of
the programme

4 Lessons
learned

Evaluation


