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helter and human settlements, as identified by Abraham Maslow, remain a global social        
need. As a vital requirement  for enabling quality living, shelter is critical to enabling 16 ofS

the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) by the United Nations. Yet, 1.6 billion people
across the globe live in slums and inadequate housing conditions, with around 15 million
people evicted yearly. Estimates project an alarming increase to over 3 billion people by
2030, just eight years from now and mostly in developing countries. As of 2018, 53.6 per cent
of the urban population in Sub-Saharan Africa lived in slums.
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Considering the vast statistical attention on this colossal housing gap, some efforts have
been made to provide solutions. However, there has been more emphasis on the housing
gaps and minimal attention to existing solution providers and the challenges they
experience. Multiple stakeholders have contributed various efforts - public and national
government agencies, private companies, civil society organizations, and multinational
institutions. This report highlights interactions with numerous active players contributing to
solving the housing gap across sub-Saharan Africa to understand the market challenges and
propose viable solutions.

As of 2018, 53.6% of
the urban population
in Sub-Saharan Africa
lived in slums.
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With 46 countries across sub-Saharan Africa, all the interviewed stakeholders
opined that the obstacles to developing human settlements differ by geographical
location and are peculiar and unique while still broadly interconnected. Africa is
very diverse and has context-specific issues. However, the highlighted constraints
represent a broad classification of the related problems experienced in many of the
urban areas across most countries in sub-Saharan Africa.

Many African countries cannot meet global
development goals on housing due to prevailing
institutional weaknesses and inadequate
integrated urban growth responses.

Land
Access to land significantly influences the progress of improving housing in the region;
however, land tenure is a highly emotive topic, deeply set in culture, colonial history, and
politics and differs significantly from country to country. Discussions to regularize and title
land revolve around the need to legally empower indigenous people with individual titles and
ensure they are protected from territorial encroachment and dispossession by developers
and investors. The processes defined for accessing rights to use, control, and transfer land all
contribute to the cost of acquiring land and the general willingness of financiers to engage
with local housing development organizations.

Where land tenure policies can be formalized and improved, governments must do so or
allow land title waivers for mass-housing projects of significant size or cost. Opening the land
markets may also make processes more transparent and organized, reducing land costs.
Some interviewed stakeholders suggested that opportunities to use new technology like
blockchain could make land access easy.

Weak Urban Governance Capacity
Many stakeholders responsible for managing urban areas have a weak capacity for ensuring
quality urban governance. Urban governance encapsulates a wide range of issues, like land
use management, enabling mobility, providing basic services, and ensuring public health and
safety. The unprecedented rapid urbanization experienced in most sub-Saharan African
countries is overwhelming the capacity of urban governance actors. This weak capacity is
resulting in backward urban planning, the rise of inequality, an increase in the prevalence of
informality, inefficient urban management, increased health risks, and non-adherence to
planning standards and processes. The nature of their weak capacity is characterised by
conflicting interests and fragmentation amongst urban governance actors. Many African
countries cannot meet global development goals on housing due to prevailing institutional
weaknesses and inadequate integrated urban growth responses.

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00220388.2018.1451633
https://www.fao.org/3/y4307e/y4307e05.htm
https://mirror.unhabitat.org/downloads/docs/2554_97336_urbangov.pdf
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Inadequate policy, legal and regulatory frameworks
Improving policy, legal, and regulatory frameworks influences property rights; the freedom
to do business, the sanctity of contracts, and the sustained growth of a sector. Having sound
policies, legal, and regulatory frameworks, facilitates the planning and implementation of
housing projects and outlines roles and responsibilities, thereby instilling confidence in
stakeholders. On the Centre for Affordable Housing Finance in Africa (CAHF) Housing and
Legislation Dashboard, one can note how varied the development of housing policies is.
South Africa, Cote d’Ivoire and Senegal seem to be reviewing policies more, with other
countries still having one or two outdated and inaccessible policies. Although many
governments, local and national, may have clearly stated housing goals on paper,
committing to the fulfilment of these goals has proven difficult.

To improve these institutions, governments need to prioritize housing provision and have
well-structured agencies that develop and adhere to a policy with minimized bureaucracy.
They need to employ well-trained professionals with experience in functional and structured
environments. Increasing accountability and awareness of policies among all stakeholders
and the public will increase transparency, open up trade and strengthen competition.
Governments must also introduce policy incentives and subsidies and allow for the design of
products that benefit the informal sector. They can also develop sustainability, diversity, and
inclusion policies to attract more partners.

Viable solutions offered by interviewed stakeholders focused on exploring references
worldwide since housing is a global issue. Strengthening the capacity of national and local
governments to formulate and implement evidence-based and participatory housing policies
is required. As a critical solution requirement, stakeholders need to understand actual urban
governance processes, and how different actors (government, traditional leaders, the private
sector, international agencies, and civil society) interact. 
Some opined that
there is a need for
collaborative urban
governance processes
bringing these actors
together for more
inclusive and holistic
strategies and
consensus-orientated
decision-making.

To enhance urban
governance, national
and local governments
need to acknowledge
problems and explore
partnerships with the
private sector in urban
planning.

https://www.elibrary.imf.org/view/books/058/06605-9781589064942-en/ch004.xml
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https://library.oapen.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.12657/37967/9789004387942_webready_content_text.pdf?sequence=1#page=74


Inaccessible Mortgage Financing
Across Sub-Saharan African cities, 40% of the population live below the US$1.90-a-day
poverty line. The ubiquitous low-income level has resulted in poor access to financial services
and low mortgage volumes. There is also a widespread culture of fear of debt often
stemming from ignorance of the benefits of mortgages and other forms of debt finance.
Across the region, outstanding mortgage loans have been averagely below 5% of the GDP.
Only Cape Verde, Namibia and South Africa recorded a mortgage sector above 17% of their
GDP. In Nigeria, for example, the outstanding mortgage loan is said to be 0.5% of GDP. Most
stakeholders agreed that this low mortgage volume has significantly hindered the
development of products that address the huge housing gap.

While a high-level solution is to increase income levels, this is beyond the scope of housing
professionals. The approaches proposed to resolve this challenge highlighted that multiple
parties need to creatively develop context-specific financial solutions that enable mortgage
options across all income levels. The Government can guarantee housing loans using
pension funds and also incentivize lenders. Multilateral funding institutions should reduce
transaction costs and drive efforts to enhance the capacity of microfinance institutions to
underwrite mortgages. On their part, developers and the private sector need to design
products that include the informal segment. Other solutions involve harnessing diaspora
remittances for mortgage financing. On a broader public engagement level, general citizen
sensitization is needed to encourage long-term savings that unlock access to mortgages.

Most stakeholders agreed that this low
mortgage volume has significantly hindered
the development of products that address the
huge housing gap.

Inaccessible Construction Housing Finance
Hinging on the low mortgage volume despite colossal demand, investment confidence in
construction finance for affordable housing is very low. In sharp contrast to developed
countries, most of the housing investment in the region is from the Government rather than
from the capital market. Most stakeholders agree that encouraging financing for housing
development from the capital market is a robust approach to increasing mortgage volume
and solving the housing crisis. To influence this approach, the Government needs to execute
policy reforms favoring capital market development and improve the regulatory
environment for Real Estate Investment Trusts (REITs). Pension funds are one of the largest
sources of private sector investment, and potentially a vital source for housing finance.
Developers need to master the art of de-risking housing investments. Also, multilateral
institutions should deploy blended finance products for developers to reduce construction
costs.

https://blogs.worldbank.org/opendata/number-poor-people-continues-rise-sub-saharan-africa-despite-slow-decline-poverty-rate
http://hofinet.org/countries/region.aspx?regionID=8&id=13
https://www.cbn.gov.ng/fss/tue/BSP/Mortgage%20&%20Credit/FSS%202020%20-%20Mortgage%20Presentation.pdf
https://www.worldbank.org/content/dam/Worldbank/document/Africa/Report/stocktaking-of-the-housing-sector-in-sub-saharan-africa-summary-report.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/405421551711776551/pdf/128295-REVISED-Housing-Finance-Investment-Opportunities-for-Pension-Funds-FINAL.pdf


Poor Developer Capacity
Although there has been an increase in the number of local real estate developers in
the region, their delivery scale does not match the scale needed to meet demand.
The developers, who are running businesses and seeking to make the most from
them, cannot complete sizeable affordable housing projects on time and within the
budget, affecting their access to finance. Small and micro developers, who contribute
more volume of housing units, are mostly neglected by policymakers and financiers.
Ideal developers to match the task must have a track record of successful projects,
relationships with suppliers, financiers and local communities and have the
professional and operational expertise to mass-produce houses. Mass construction
of affordable housing can considerably reduce the cost per unit and make housing
more accessible to low-income earners.

To improve the developer landscape in the region, local and national governments
can incentivize the construction process by providing land and infrastructure such as
roads, electricity, and water. They can also offer waivers to expedite the development
processes to attract investment and spark developer interest. Any opportunities to
foster collaboration instead of competition among developers should also be
exploited to meet important goals. ‘Massive Small’ urban development concepts
should be adopted leveraging on small and micro developers. Developers must also
include sustainability, inclusion, and diversity policies in their organizations to attract
investment. In South Africa, the Gauteng Partnership Fund (GPF) aims to assist
housing developers with equity-type loans, enhancing projects' bankability to enable
senior lenders to finance on favorable terms.

Mass construction of affordable housing can
considerably reduce the cost per unit and make
housing more accessible to low-income earners.

Lack of Infrastructure
As evidenced in all developed regions of the globe, infrastructure is a sine qua non for quality
housing. Infrastructural facilities are essential elements for influencing a quality lifestyle for
people and spurring economic development. Delivering quality affordable housing is
strongly linked to infrastructure availability because the absence of infrastructure leads to an
unsustainable housing supply. Dismally, the large infrastructure deficit across sub-Saharan
Africa hinders efforts to address the housing gap within the region. The African Development
Bank (AfDB) estimates that up to $170 billion is needed yearly to bridge the current
infrastructure gap. In contrast with a record of up to 90% in other developing regions, only
30% of the populace in the region have access to electricity. Access to roads is also rated at
only 34%. The level of the infrastructure gap within the region has created significant
constraints for efforts to deliver quality housing.
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Industrializing construction will allow various
stakeholders to develop local manufacturing capacity
along the construction value chain and encourage
the use of alternative building technologies. 

Increased Cost of material
Every year, CAHF invites the authors of their Yearbook country profiles to identify the
cheapest newly built house by a formal developer or contractor in an urban area and
document the price. In CAHF’s ongoing review of the estimated cost to build a ‘typical’ 55sqm
house, the cost of housing was seen to be the sum of several factors. Construction costs
(building materials and labor) consistently comprise about 45% of the total. The image below
shows a breakdown of the price of a 55 sqm house in US$ and how they vary from country
to country.

The Polana Caniço neighbourhood housing the Casa Minha project                                                       © Steven Le Vourch/ Casa Minha

To address this gap, African governments need to attract the intensive participation of the
private sector through Public-Private Partnerships (PPPs). Governments can only enable
private investments by demonstrating political commitment to institute the appropriate
regulatory, legislative and institutional environment. Tax rebates should be introduced for
private sector contributions to infrastructure development. Also, as a direct approach to
ensuring infrastructure for quality housing delivery, the Government should provide
infrastructure for social housing. Without argument, bridging the infrastructure gap is crucial
for enabling quality housing, economic prosperity, and sustainable development.

https://housingfinanceafrica.org/documents/housing-finance-in-africa-recovery-through-recognition-of-massive-small-potential/


This shows why only 15% of the region’s population can afford a home from the
market. Most people opt for poor-quality materials to cut costs, and self-building
becomes a viable option. Even after removing the other associated costs, the price of
construction materials alone is very high, and this has been attributed to the fact that
most materials are imported and to inefficiencies in the construction process.

To curb these costs, industrializing construction will allow various stakeholders to
develop local manufacturing capacity along the construction value chain and
encourage the use of alternative building technologies. Developers can work to secure
funding for bulk purchasing of materials and, with the help of the state, get subsidies
on procuring materials for affordable housing. Improving construction inefficiencies
and densification can also reduce construction costs.

Estimated Cost of Building a 55 sqm house in selected countries                                                                                                © CAHF

High Volume of Self-building
Most housing development by low- and middle-income households in sub-Saharan African
countries adopt incremental process and self-building. The supply of housing stock through
informal channels represents about 90% in Ghana and 97% in Cameroon. Self-building has
served as a viable solution against the poor and inadequate supply of houses by various
governments over the decades. However, in most cases, these self-building homeowners do
not engage construction professionals. In countries like Senegal, about 80% of self-builders
do not hire an architect. The construction of housing by competent professionals and
companies is limited and thus results in overall poor quality and uncompleted buildings. 

https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/download-manager-files/Affordable%20Land%20and%20Housing%20in%20Africa.pdf
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Lack of Market Data
A lack of data on the region’s housing sector makes it difficult for interested stakeholders to
engage. Data must be viewed as fundamental market infrastructure to inform policy and
design of context-specific market products. Although some civil society and private
organizations work to collect and present some of this data, it usually lacks context
specificity, neglecting the fact that the region has different countries with different
economies and needs. Each country should invest in collecting, processing and presenting
data on the housing sector to increase transparency, encourage competition and
collaboration, and open the market to innovations.

The Casa Minha Nosso Bairro project in Maputo, Mozambique                                                              © Kudocco Films / Casa Minha

Due to low regulation and planning guidance, many of these developments deteriorate into
slums and squatter settlements. Considering the proliferation of the self-building culture,
housing solution providers struggle to compete with self-builders that develop houses at
their own pace, price and taste. Efforts to deploy mass housing to solve the housing gap are
often resisted due inability to meet homeowners' price points and widespread preference
for self-building. Some stakeholders suggest that while self-building and incremental
processes are essential, frameworks that ensure quality delivery are required. Other players
need to participate, and whole ownership should not be the only goal. Efforts to upgrade
slums across the continent have contributed to improving the state of housing and should
be continued. Notably are the Participatory Slum-Upgrading Program implemented by UN-
Habitat and the Informal Settlements Improvement by the World Bank. Private sector
involvement in quality self-building and slum upgrading would contribute significantly and is
necessary for inclusive urban development.

https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/32224634.pdf


Impact of Climate Change
Despite contributing only less than 3% of global emissions, Sub-Saharan Africa is one of the
most vulnerable to climate change, with frequent extreme heat events, increased aridity,
rainfall changes and flooding expected to hit the region. These changes, which are already
contributing to high rural-urban migration, have led to the movement of people into informal
settlements such as slums. Slum-dwellers are at exceptionally high risk from climate change
and natural hazards as they live on the affordable yet most vulnerable lands within cities.
They are exposed to landslides, sea-level rise, and flooding. Their risk exposure is
exacerbated by overcrowded living conditions, unsafe housing, inadequate nutrition, poor
health, lack of adequate services, and risk-reducing infrastructure such as functioning storm
drains.

Countries in the region will have to enact sustainability policies, prioritize climate awareness,
mitigation, and adaptation, and start planning for worst-case scenarios. Governments must
demand increased international investments since only 3% of global climate finance flows
into the continent. Global support for climate adaptation across the region is also crucial.
The region is, however, presented with an opportunity since 50% of GHG-emitting
infrastructure in 2050 is yet to be developed. Actors must set up climate-resilient
infrastructure and ensure accessibility to all, especially the vulnerable in the lower-income
bracket. Low-carbon and energy-efficient housing presents an opportunity to leapfrog to
better regional urban growth. Where governments do not respond urgently, residents in
vulnerable areas can also take it upon themselves to lobby for better conditions and develop
disaster management procedures and plans.

Low adoption of emerging technologies
Emerging technologies have been utilized globally to provide a quicker and cheaper solution
to the housing gap. Since the early 1900s, the concept of prefabricated housing, popularized
mainly by Sears Modern Homes, has been used in the United States. Using slip forming
systems and robotic assembly of building components, similar to 3D printing, for automated
fabrication of entire buildings started in Japan in the 1980s and 1990s. Yet, adoption of such
technologies is low across Africa due to resistance to change, huge initial capital costs,
inadequate underlying Information Technology (IT) and internet infrastructure, and industry
skills gap. Interestingly, there are now evolving deployments. In 2021, 14Trees - a joint
venture between the CDC Group and LafargeHolcim, built Africa’s first habitable 3D-printed
house in Lilongwe, Malawi, costing under $10,000 in just 12 hours.

Responding to climate change in Africa                                                                                                                                            © UNEP
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The burden to improve the quality of life for
people across sub-Saharan Africa may sometimes
be heavy, but as we work to know better, we can
work together on solutions and do better.

African countries must increasingly leverage the opportunities that emerging technologies
offer. Technologies like 3D printing, prefabrication, drones, virtual reality, and energy-
efficient materials provide a possibility to address the housing gap and revolutionize the
homes people live. The efficiency of land registry and land titling can be enhanced using
Blockchain. Implementing Building Information Modeling (BIM) will enhance housing delivery
by ensuring seamless coordination of construction documents, improved stakeholders
collaboration, increased project delivery, safer project sites, and effective building
management. Deploying these innovative technologies provides a practical approach to
solving the housing gap and spurs a leapfrog toward achieving resilient and sustainable
African cities.

Throughout the work on this article, it was interesting to note how common the above-
explored themes were, given how different the interviewed stakeholders' experiences were
and their varied locations. The region does have various contexts, some even more complex
than portrayed in this article, requiring more specific solutions that only people in the
respective countries and locations may fully understand and articulate.

However, our goal is to give market insights, trigger reflections and spark discussions that
can lead to some of the solutions highlighted here becoming opportunities to improve the
housing sector. We challenge you to pick one theme or more and discuss it with those
around you, reflect on and see how you can adapt them to become opportunities in the
housing sector in your country or a country of your choice.

In 2021, 14Trees - a joint venture between
the CDC Group and LafargeHolcim, built
Africa’s first habitable 3D-printed house in
Lilongwe, Malawi, costing under $10,000 in
just 12 hours.
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