
uMfelandawonye’s Significant Shifts: Responding to Zimbabwe’s Changing Context

Over the years, the alliance of the Zimbabwe Homeless People’s Federation and Dialogue on Shelter has had to constantly reflect and re-align the process in view of the country’s ever-changing macro-socio-economic environment. In particular, the country’s hyper-inflationary during the period 2000 - 2008, has triggered the various responses that been adopted by the Federation. This re-engineering process has entailed, in some instances undertaking very painful exercises involving sacrificing passionately held norms and values whose relevance would have been outlived by the changing context. The wider process has thus been very conscious to the need to embrace change. These periodic reflections have helped to deepen the character of the alliance as a learning and adaptable organization. The major shifts within the alliance that have happened over the years may be summarized as below;

From a Complete Unit to a Shell House - whilst the focus at the beginning was on building a complete unit with all finishings, there has been a shift to concentrate on putting up a shell unit. This has been necessitated by the continued increase in the building costs which were in turn burdening the Federation members with huge loans. Thus, now the Federation builds the main structure plus roofing and then the individual comes in with all finishings. Besides lessening the loan burden, this has also ensured that the few resources in the fund can reach out to more families.

From Four Walls to Land Tenure - it has also dawned on the alliance that whilst housing is an issue, the main challenge  which of the essence to the poor is access to land. Experiences have shown that with the supportive policy environment, the poor can still building their housing incrementally. It is against this background that the alliance’s energies are being directed at the accessing land. In practice, this has meant that the Federation prioritizes availing land loans as opposed to a housing loan. However, the challenge around this has been that the alliance is often judged on the basis of the visible housing units rather than the number of families with access to security of tenure.

From Greenfields to Slum Upgrading - the alliance has also witnessed a shift in its thrust from greenfields development to in-situ slum upgrading. This re-alignment has had multiple benefits. For instance, this has meant that there is now very minimal movement of the poor from their original sites due to relocations. In addition, this new thrust has also meant that the Federation has now assumed a more broader community-wide focus hence tenure issues cease to be about membership but those families without access to land. In turn, this has created a much more louder and powerful voice addressing the urban poor’s agenda. This has also presented huge opportunities to go city-wide.

From Household Surveys to Settlement Mapping - instead of just conducting household surveys which simply generate socio-economic data, the alliance has enriched this process to include detailed mapping of settlements. This has been made possible through interactions with the Kenyans (SDI) who have developed vast experience around this work. Community-led mapping aided by GIS tools has been offered great scope for exploring possibilities for in-situ upgrading in informal settlements.
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From Conventional Infrastructure to Affordable Alternatives - the huge costs of centralized infrastructure development has undermined not only the capacity of the urban poor but also local and central government authorities to put in services. Consequently, this has slowed the pace of land delivery to the urban poor. Under these circumstances, the alliance has been forced to look out for innovations that can help to deliver the same services but at a relatively lower financial and environmental cost. It is in view of this that the Federation has negotiated and pioneered Improved Ecological Sanitation Units (Eco-san) in some of the urban centres. Harare, Bulawayo, Chinhoyi and Epworth are some of the areas where this concept has been implemented jointly with the respective local authorities. The acceptance of this model has not been easy and exposure visits to countries (Malawi) that have embraced the idea have been organized to facilitate shifts in mindsets and soften positions.

In conclusion, these shifts have been very critical in ensuring that the Federation process remains relevant to needs and aspirations of the urban poor. At their most successful, these adjustments have improved affordability elements of both the housing and infrastructural products that have been delivered by the Federation. On the other hand, the most challenging aspect has been the stern resistance shown in some of the officials circles in terms of embracing the alternatives that are championed by the Federation communities. Notwithstanding these hurdles, the alliance has been very patient in this exercise facilitating crucial exposure visits geared towards generating buy-in and the much-needed policy shifts.
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