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Outline 

Share the methods of water distribution and access to water in the poor urban 

settlements of Windhoek, Namibia.

Analyse the relationships between water access and institutional structures. 

Review existing policies and how that lead to limited access. 

Identify the constraints to improved access to services.
Formalisation of land tenure.

Way Forward
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Background

Namibia gained independence in 1990 – prior to that, no formal recognition of informal settlements.

 In general, movements of Black people were confined to (Oladokun et al., 2010; Kironde, 1995; World Bank, 2002; 

Karuaihe, et al., 2012).

 For Namibia - reservations across the country. 

 Certain areas of the big cities.

 Emergence of Settlements in Windhoek, Namibia:

 Upgrading of former “single quarters”  - left the informal settlers with no other option.

 Rural-urban migration – Let to 40% increase (Frayne, 2007). 

 Occasionally due to Eviction – non-payment of services and loans.

 People don’t own land – but it is a condition for individual private water connections.

 Lack of adequate services – electricity, water and sanitation.
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Some Literature

Definition: Informal settlements are characterised as areas where: 
 (i) inhabitants live with no security of tenure on the land they inhabit – with squatting or 

informal rental options; 

 (ii) the neighbourhoods usually lack basic services and city infrastructure and; 

 (iii) the housing may not comply with planning and building regulations, and is often situated in 

geographically and environmentally hazardous areas (UN Habitat, 2003).

There are a limited number of scientific studies about the informal settlements in Windhoek, 

covering a range of topics (Frayne, 2007; LaRRI, 2004; Bryant, et al., 2004; World Bank, 2002; de 

Vries and Lewis, 2009; Mooya and Cloete, 2007; Ulrich and Meurers, 2015).

Our focus was on access to services linked to land ownership.
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Methods and Data

 The study used a sample frame:
 From the Central Bureau of Statistics (CBS) of Namibia, based on the Enumeration 

Areas (EA’s) of the 2001 Census.

 Primary data from 97 households from informal settlements in Windhoek.

 Data collected in 2004 – but challenges remain the same – little progress. 

 Interviews with:
 Households

 Focus Group Discussions (WPCs)

 Key Informant Interviews (community leaders and City officials)
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Maps of Windhoek Settlements

Map of Windhoek Settlements Map of Informal Settlements
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Source: Shileka, 2008Source: http://www.movewindhoek.com.na/news/

http://www.movewindhoek.com.na/news/


Water Access; Pricing Policies and Institutional Arrangements

Municipality charges flat rate for communal water points, with a basic lifeline of 6 kl.

Communities share a municipal bill for a group of households.

Bill divided among households – N$20 (in 2004) mainly for water.

 In 2021, most households pay N$30 – N$50 to access prepaid water.

The Water Point Committee (WPC) used to manage public water points before prepaid.

 WPC held regular meetings with communities and the City Council.

 They continue to act as the voice between communities and the City Council.

WPC used to collect monthly water payments (N$20) from the households.

 Then they pay the total bill to municipality.

 In 2021, people buy water in advance – council receive money instantly.
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Modes of Water Access in Informal Settlements

 People access water through public stand pipes – 82% from our study in 2004

 Other source is pre-paid metered water – 18% from our study in 2004. 

 Managed and controlled by the Water Point Committees  (WPCs). 

 In 2021, prepaid water system is the dominant one in all informal settlements.
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Main Findings

 The majority of the population living in the informal settlements of Windhoek, Namibia, have limited access to 

public municipal services.

 Findings from our study showed that formalized land tenure is a condition for households to access municipal 

services privately. 
 However, 85% of the sampled households “did not lease” (own) the land they occupied.

 Only 15% had “a leasehold agreement” with Council 

 They understood the lease to lead to land ownership – HHs formed groups to contribute towards land payments.

 The need for communities “to own land” seemed more immediate and pressing compared to water access, which is 

seen as a way to govern themselves towards raising funds for land acquisition.  

 This left most residents of the informal settlements in a kind of legal limbo, without clear title, but provisionally 

tolerated by government.

 Lack of land ownership remains a constraint. 
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The Situation remained the same: 2004-2020

Informal Settlements in 2004 Informal Settlements in 2014

Selma Karuaihe, University of Pretoria
10

Source: Nangombe, 2014Source: Karuaihe, 2004

 Observations and literature show that urban poverty continues with informal settlements serviced with mainly water to date. 

 We therefore believe that the data of 2004 and the issues raised then are still relevant to this paper.

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&url=https%3A%2F%2Ftwitter.com%2Fthenamibian
%2Fstatus%2F1308028488679665666&psig=AOvVaw0s383r1mmb5bewxGAcXO8X&ust
=1631563083269000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAsQjRxqFwoTCPj5-6Gc-
vICFQAAAAAdAAAAABBR

Informal Settlements in 2020



Unclear Policy

 Land acquisition is a complex process involving various channels of ‘land transformation and administrative allocation of residential 

plots to households’ (Oladokun et al., 2010; Kironde, 1995; Durand-Lasserve, et al, 2013; de Vries and Lewis, 2007).
 This is a global challenge, affecting developing countries more relative to others.

 The lack of appropriate policy and regulatory framework affect land allocation in Namibia in general, and in the urban areas in 

particular, as government has been relying on an outdated colonial Act (Weylandt, 2018).

 Similarly, de Vries and Cloete (2009) found that the various Acts and regulations in efforts to regularize land in Namibia have 

generated complexity and resulted in ‘less of a solution for urban land tenure problems’.

 Nevertheless, Namibia introduced the Urban and Regional Planning Act of 2018  (GRN, 2018; Beukes, 2017; Weylandt, 2018).

 de Vries and Lewis (2007:1116) noted that “the degree of regulation and regularization is perhaps not so much a solution for urban 

land tenure problems, but more of a problem itself”. 

 The problem is aggravated by the fact that some of the national policies and regulatory frameworks are centralized at national level, 

while implementation is at the local level where the City Council has to play a role. 
 Leaves it open for blame game.
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Unclear Policy

 The lack of appropriate policy and regulatory 

framework affect land allocation in Namibia. 

 Government has been relying on an outdated colonial 

Act. (Weylandt, 2018).

 Progress on Policy
 The Namibian Constitution of 1990. 

 The Flexible Land Tenure Act of 2012

 The Urban and regional Planning Act of 2018

 The Ministry of Land Reform, 2016, noted that:
 “…., the many Namibians who cannot afford a freehold or leasehold title 

live in informal urban settlements without access to basic services They 

have no legal rights to the land on which they live”. 
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Conclusions

For the affected communities to benefit from upgrading of their settlements, all stakeholders 

including government and the private sector should participate in the program.

If the Namibian government wants to improve the living conditions of the urban poor, they need to 

introduce policies that recognize the complex nature and relations of informal settlements. 

 The Formalisation of land tenure and availability of credit are some of the factors.

In general there seems to be mutually expected benefits among the communities and even with the 

City Council.
 City relies on WPC to collect and manage bills – now it receives prepaid income for water.

 The poor temporary enjoy their status – “to occupy land for free” – upgrading comes at a cost. 

Nevertheless, the main issue to resolve ‘the current empirical puzzle’ lies in the formalization of the 

land policy for informal settlements in Windhoek. 
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The Road to the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs

SDG 11: Make cities, human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable.
 https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/topics/sustainabledevelopmentgoals

 Way forward

 The government could form strategic partnerships with private sector actors to provide services for informal urban 

settlers. 

 But policies must be introduced that recognise the complex nature of informal settlements. 
 Provide pathways for urban dwellers to own the land they occupy and drive the 2030 agenda of “leaving no one behind”.

 Improve access to basic services is part of the SDGs (SDG 6 and SDG7). 

 The current rate of urban expansion combined with the slow implementation of policy, it seems unlikely that Namibia 

will achieve SDG11 by the 2030 deadline – aggravated by Covid19 pandemic. 
 But some things could be done differently to change this and put Namibia’s urban poor on a more prosperous, secure and dignified 

path.

 While the focus is on Namibia, the lessons are applicable to other developing countries that face similar urban 

challenges.
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Thank You
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WE ARE BUILDING A HOME 
FOR HUMAN POTENTIAL



OUR IMPACT IN NUMBERS

Over 730,000 people 

living on low incomes 

having been 

empowered to improve, 

develop or own their 

own home

Almost 1,300,000

people gaining 

security from threat 

of eviction

Over 450,000

people benefitting 

from improved 

water provision

Over 1,100,000

people benefitting 

from improved 

sanitation

Over 3,500,000 people reached through Reall projects, including:



THE CHALLENGE
 Globally 1 billion+ living in slums/slum conditions – those seeking decent & affordable 

shelter will be 3 billion in 2050

 Affordability crisis: global ‘affordable housing gap’ (2025) 440m HH/200m in Global South

 A public & private sector failure

 A development ‘success’: where does poverty eradication lead to? (Reall’s own pathway)

 Concurrent challenges: land, services, climate/resilience, access to finance, 

formal/informal binaries

 Solutions must take place in a narrow affordability space: creative & connected

4



INVESTING IN PLACE

 Meeting local housing challenges through investing in local solutions & 

changemakers 

 Supporting holistic and inclusive communities: building homes not houses

 Understanding ‘placemaking’

 Investing in policy: brokering change that can be scaled
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INVESTING IN PEOPLE

 The Bottom 40% are ‘locked-out’ of investing in their housing futures

 Need/Finance Mismatch: closing gaps between finance & people 

 Creating solutions by recognising informality as ‘bankable’

 Innovations in FinTech can catalyse a multi-trillion dollar market through 

‘Rationalising Risk’ (Syntellect)

6



INVESTING IN THE PLANET

 Our solutions to the (housing) crisis must not lay the foundations of future (climate) crises

 Investing in climate-smart materials, infrastructure & communities (NBS)

 Meeting health & resilience needs + ‘locking in’ a sustainable built environment

 Mainstreaming innovation: Investing in a low-carbon future   
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Addressing urban water crises and inequality 

• Post-drought Cape Town is 
adapting to a new, drier 
normal
• What does climate adaptation 

entail for residents in informal 
settlements, already coping 
with environmental injustice 
and legacies of inequality?
• Transdisciplinary research 

partnership between activists 
and academics



Please share a story of when 
you tried to address a water-
related problem…

No improvement

Bypassing the 
law

Working through 
informal channels

Working within 
the law

A solutionA temporary fix

In your
community, resolving
water problems 
usually requires…

In your story, 
people’s efforts 
resulted in…

When my grandma’s house water 
was cut off – oh my word, it was 
horrible! There are three families 
living on the property [but their 
income] is not that much, which 
means the water bill is an extremely 
high expense. They had to ask 
neighbours and family for buckets of 
water to survive! […]
After struggling for many, many 
months without water or [adequate] 
sanitation, the matter was 
addressed. But by that time, the 
children were sick and the ladies in 
the house had infections.

There was a leak in the outside tap 
which is the main supply for the 
house. I phoned the municipality but 
there is still no one that has come to 
fix the leak. I had to make do on my 
own by hiring a plumber to fix it.

Story 133: Meter tap leak crisis

Story 182: Waterless



Knowledge co-creation as empowerment
Shifts in participants’
- personal agency

(collecting and analysing 
data)

- collective legitimacy
(communicating credible 
evidence)

- relational capacity
(match own role with 
strategic partners’)



Phase 1: Knowledge creation

Technical knowledge

Natural science knowledge

Social science knowledge

Transdisciplinary knowledge

Local knowledge

Lived experiences

Traditional knowledge

Incremental 
adaptation

Transformative 
adaptation
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Context-specific 

responses

Empowered 

communities

Ecological and 
social sustainability

Representation and legitimacy

Adapted from: Tengö et al.  (2014)

Phase 2: Implementation

Making climate adaptation transformative



Thank you!
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