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"The period in which a 

country with an old culture 

makes such a transition from 

manufacture and small-scale 

production to large-scale 

industry, a transition which is, 

moreover, accelerated by 

such mvourable 

circumstances, is at the same 

time predominantly a period 

oChousing shortage'. On the 

one hand, masses of rural 

workers are suddenly drawn 

into the big towns, which 

develop into industrial 

centres; on the other hand, the 

building arrangement of these 

old towns does not any longer 

conform to the conditions of 

the new large-scale industry 

and the corresponding traiIic; 

streets are widened and new 

onescutthrough,and 

railways are run right across 

them. At the very time when 

workers are streaming into 

the towns in masses,workers' 

dwellings are pulled down on a 

large scale. Hence the sudden 

housing shortage for the 

workers and for small traders 

and small manufacturing 

businesses, which depend for 

their custom on the 

workers. " 

-F. Engels 

THE 
HOUSING 
QUESTION 
(AND :~BM\RAZ 
SOME 
ANSWERS) 

The Housing Question was the subject of 
much intense debate just over a century 
ago, so much so that it prompted Fried
rich Engels to write a series of articles 
which were then published in the form 
of a pamphlet entitled The Housing 
Question 1. Much of what he wrote then is 
true for today, and is worth quoting (see 
quotation on the left). 

Unfortunately, few of today's transi
tions are "accelerated by such favourable 
circumstances", and the houses that are 
tom down belong not so much to the 
workers but are the shanties of the work
less. Though the cases are not exactly the 
same for the creation of today's "housing 
shortages", much of the effects and more 
surprisingly the solutions are very similar 
to those Engels describes. 
"The so-called housing shortage, which 
plays such a great role in the press nowa
days, does not consist in the fact that the 
working class generally lives in bad, 
overcrowded and unhealthy dwellings. 
This shortage is not something peculiar 
to the present; it is not even one of the 
sufferings peculiar to the modem pro
letariat in contradistinction to all earlier 
oppressed classes. On the contrary, all 
oppressed classes in· all periods suffered 
rather uniformly from it. In order to put 
an end to this housing shortage there is 
only one means: to abolish altogether the 
exploitation and oppression of the work
ing class by the ruling class. What is 
meant today by housing shortage is the 
peculiar intensification of the bad housing 
conditions of the workers as a result of 
the sudden rush of population to the big 
cities; a colossal increase in rents, srill 
greater congestion in separate houses, 
and, for some the impossibility of finding 
a place to live in at all. And this housing 
shortage gets talked of so much only be
cause it is not confined to the working 
class but has affected the petty 
bourgeoisie as well." 

Engels' answer to the housing ques
tion is perhaps to be expected, and is 
echoed by Marxist critics today who use 
his reasoning to argue that housing solu
tions that would make it possible for 
workers to access housing on their ex
ploitative wages have the effect of helping 
the employers make greater profits by 
absolving them of the need to provide a 
more reasonable wage. 

Certainly the intervention of the state 
in the provision of housing has had a very 
recent history, and even then, it can be 
argued, the intervention has rarely been 
prompted by a desire to provide housing 
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so much as that housing intervention has 
been prompted by other considerations. 

Initially, the direct provision of hous
ing was limited to those who were ex
pected to give up theirs in the service of 
their masters, be they the church provid
ing monasteries or the king barracks for 
his army. Another, similar instance was 
where the employment required locating 
in a place or places where there was no 
other supplier of housing (in mining and 
company towns) or it was a necessary 
inducement to offset other drawbacks of 
the job. The housing of civil servants in 
the colonies was prompted by such con
siderations. 

For the rest, people were left to house 
themselves. Or rather the laws of supply 
and demand meant that a few were well 
housed and most were left to cope with 
the perennial housing shortage Engels de
scribed. However, though not interven
ing directly, the state has always control
led the parameters that determine who 
gets access to what sort of housing, when 
and where. When necessary, it has inter
vened in the land market, in the financial 
markets, in the legislation and even 
directly in housing to modify the rules 
regarding who gets what. 

Security through Housing 
The idea of using housing to buy security 
and stability for the state was exported 
by the USAID to Latin America and else
where through a series of schemes. 

The earliest of these were merely for 
'low-income housing'. When these 
proved not to be low-cost and therefore 
not accessible to the majority, the search 
was on for materials and technologies 
that cut costs. Earth construction was 
first "discovered" for housing the poor in 
Latin America during the cold-war days 
of the nineteen-fifties2 . Since then every 
architect looking at the housing question 
has gone through a phase of "discover
ing" earth as the panacea for the housing 
problem. Unfortunately, its name re
mains mud. 

The other approaches favoured at that 
time were to reduce costs by building 
smaller houses and to use self-help. The 
search for smaller houses is another 
"rubiks-cube" exercise that occupies the 
minds of architects, and Safdie's Habitat 
and the Tondo Foreshore competition 
entries are examples of the attempt to 
"design" a solution to the housing ques
tion. 

The small-house development led 
naturally first to smaller rooms, then 



fewer rooms and then to parts of a room 
and finally to nothing. These proposals 
went by neat names like core-house, ser
vice-wall, and sites and services. 

The self-help solutions were designed 
to capitalise on the price-efficient housing 
produced by people for themselves, and 
it was assumed that by eliminating labour 
costs, housing would become more 
affordable. In fact, labour accounts for a 
relatively small part of the total costs, but 
worse, most households are unable to 
provide any but the unskilled compo
nents oflabour. Ironically, often the need 
to provide their own labour meant that 
households suffered loss of earnings grea
ter than any savings made in housing 
costs. This led to aided-self-help to over
come the skill constraints. These only 
proved cost-effective if the costs of the 
'aided' components were ignored. Cer
tainly they did not provide the solution 
that the people themselves were using: 
self-manage. Savings were made through 
more efficient management born out of 
necessity and cost-paring in a way that no 
official scheme could hope to reproduce. 

In reviewing the solutions put for
ward today to the housing question3, the 
central presumptions remain the same as 
in Engels' time. "The essence of both the 
big bourgeois and the petty bourgeois 
solutions of the 'housing question' is that 
the worker should own his own dwell
ing." To Engels, this would "chain him 
in semi-feudal fashion to his particular 
capitalist" and slow down the "advance
ment of the social revolution." 

A hundred years ago, too, the various 
means whereby the worker could own 
his own dwelling had been articulated, 
from mortgage financing to building 
societies to schemes for "employers, the 
factory owners, ... (assisting) ... the 
workers to obtain suitable dwellings, 
whether they do so by building such 
themselves or by encouraging and assist
ing the workers to do their own building, 
providing them with land advancing 
them building capital, etc. ", and recog
nising that the ideal of each household 
having its own little cottage "is not realis
able in the centres of the heJusing shor
tage, the big cities, on account of the high 
cost of land, and one should, therefore, 
be glad if houses were buiit containing 
from four to six flats ... " 

The Support Approach 
Currently there seem to be three or four 
quite distinct approaches to the housing 
question: 

• One that relies on a series of measures 
much along the lines of those tried and 
tested (and found wanting) before and 
elsewhere. This "traditionalist" 
approach depends on inertia and a 12,:;; 
of any real desire or need to do any
thing about the housing question. 

• Another that believes that the answers 
to the housing question come only 
from the State, and set up state housing 
corporations, state mortgage or hous
ing finance institutions etc. to build 
houses and develop housing schemes. 
Generally speaking, the performances 
of even the best of such programmes is 
only about 10% of what is needed in 
terms of housing. Ironically, the non
government sector in these situations is 
usually taking care of three to ten times 
more households than the state. 

• A third that takes the opposite view: 
that govemme~t intervention is coun
terproductive and all development 
work, including housing, must be 
done by NGOs. While there may be 
some merit in NGOs, they can only 
work on a very limited scale, and 
worse, in many situations may not ex
ist at all. Often local NGOs are created 
by external agencies (in their own im
age) in order to "reach the grass roots". 

• The fourth approach that is gradually 
being developed is an amalgam of 
aspects of the other three. For want of a 
better title, this is the "support 
approach" . It suggests that the state has 
a role to play and that that role is to 
support the housing processes of 
households and communities. While 
agreeing to a large extent with John 
Turner regarding the relative role of 
national, urban and local governments 
in the provision of housing, the sup
port approach does not assume either 
that the necessary transformation will 
come about spontaneously, or that it 
will be brought about through local 
action alone. Since the biggest obstacle 
in the provision of housing is often the 
state itself, the change must not only 
involve the state but will likely have to 
be initiated by it: the support approach 
must have the explicit support of the 
state. 

However, "the state is nothing but the 
organised collective power of the posses
sing classes, as against the exploited clas
ses". Why should the state support the 
support approach? 

Admittedly, the provision of housing 
is essentially the transferance of resources 
from those who currently control them 
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to those for whom the housing is being 
provided. To the extent that housing for 
low-income groups will result in their 
having control (at least to use exclusively, 
even if not through ownership) over land 
and housing that they do not at present 
control, or if they do, it is only tempor
arily (as in the case of squatters) or more 
usually (in the case of sub-standard and/ 
or over-crowded housing) over very 
small amounts (that is part of the reflec
tion of their poverty), it would be un
realistic to expect the state to advocate or 
support such a transfer without trade
offs. 

The most widely accepted form of 
trade-off is of course through the market, 
whereby the current controllers of re
sources part with them in exchange for 
money. We have argued that the state 
will not intervene in this process to the 
extent of resolving the housing question, 
that is to buy outright the resources for 

. the poor. Indeed it would not be allowed 
to, except for a few in the form of "pilot 
projects". It is also arguable that given the 
size of the poor populations, such an in
tervention may well be impossible to 
undertake in any case, certainly not for all 
the poor and for all time. Quite apart 
from other housing considerations, the 
question is raised as to whether there 
might not be alternate interventions for 
the state to make on the behalf of the 
poor: food and clothing, or health and 
education for instance. 

The next alternative would be for the 
state to intervene to the extent of creating 
conditions whereby the poor are able to 
purchase the necessary resources over 
time. This is the approach favoured by 
international agencies, not least the World 
Bank and USAID. For it to be successful, 
the key is "affordability": the bundle of 
resources must be paid for by the reci
pients in the long run. However, by de
finition, those who earn very little or 
nothing will be able to earn only very 
little or nothing, and this group is likely 
to make up the bulk of the target popula
tion. To urge that the state makes a gratis 
transfer of resources to other groups in 
other sectors is a non-sequitor: the state 
subsidises the national airline or the presi
dent's life-style because they benefit the 
groups who are the state. 

Indirect Payoffs 
Weare left, therefore to look for indirect 
financial payoffs or indeed non-monetary 
ones as reasons for state intervention. 
Under the latter category, the most com-



The Million Houses Programme, Sri Lanka 

mon are either to extend or consolidate 
power, or to prevent it being taken away. 
To the extent that power comes from the 
people, there is the opportunity to make 
the case for housing as a vote-getter, even 
if it is only in the run-up to an election. 
Where elections are not a reliable win
dow of opportunity, the state may con
cede to the transfer of resources through 
housing to prevent a revolution (or even 
foreign intervention in the name of 
'democracy') . 

The case for indirect subsidising of 
housing is not difficult to make, but the 
returns may take some time and are likely 
to show up in a variety of areas rather 
than to the investor. Therefore it is un
likely to be a favoured route for govern
ments that cannot take a longer-term 
view nor a cross-economy one. Housing 
will not only create jobs in construction 
and related sectors, but it will also stimu
late the economy for domestic appliances 
(the so-called white goods sector) and 
consumer products generally, and of 
course there will be multiplier effects 
both in terms of purchasing but also 
through the ability of the construction 
industry to act as a sponge for labour and 
to indoctrinate rural peasants into the in
tricacies of modem urban work routines. 

Regardless of the route taken to per
suade the state4, there is the opportunity 
to maximise the benefits from its current 
levels of investment in housing to the 
poor such that they reach more people 
than at present. 

The support approach requires look
ing at how various groups of households 
currently have access to housing in order 
to identify both acceptable and unaccept
able components and develop a program-

The Million Houses Programme (MHP) 

of Sri Lanka, which has just completed 
its fourth year of implementation, is a 
radical departure from the conventional 
shelter programmes of the past. It is a 
national shelter programme of both the 
public and private sectors. Its ambitious 
goal is to reach far greater numbers than 
ever before - a million or more mainly 
poor families - at a lesser cost to the 
nation but with much greater satisfac
tion to the actual builders. It was created 
by the National Housing Development 
Authority (NHDA) , a subsidiary of the 
Ministry of Local Govemment, Hous
ing and Construction. 

The MHP has incorporated new 
perceptions and strategies by introduc
ing a decentralised, local community 
based support policy in shelter. The 
new programme which is based on the 
experience of the past - especially on 
the immediately preceding 100,000 
houses programme - was developed 
around a broad policy framework of: 
1) the State playing only a supporting 
and motivating role; 2) reaching a much 
larger number of families than the ear
lier programmes, at basic standards and 
minimal costs; 3) decentralisation and 
devolution; 4) encouraging the lise of 
local materials and technologies; 
5) recognising shelter as being central to 
a better quality of life and being very 
much a part of the productive sector of 
the economy. 

The MHP was designed accordingly, 
and has actually been founded upon the 
mainstream of Sri Lankan home
building - a tradition of house
building by individual families. The 
State, in this Programme, supports, 
strengthens and complements this 
mainstream. It facilitates and supports 
both individual home-builders and 
communities, provides plots and loans, 
eases constraints, informs builders and 
trains both participants as well as exten
sion workers. The slogan of the MHP 

Pansalhena -

Interior view. 
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therefore became, "Minimal intervention, 
maximal support by the State; maximal in
volvement if the builder families)). 

The new programme, launched in 
January 1984, intends to support a 'Mil
lion or more families' to improve their 
shelter either through construction, or 
upgrading, or through the provision of 
better shelter services during the prog
ramme period. Under this broad 
framework, several Sub-Programmes 
were identified in an attempt to cover 
the total shelter needs of the population. 
They include: 1) Rural Housing Sub
Programme (RHSP); 2) Urban Housing 
Sub-Programme (UHSP); 3) Private 
Sector Housing Sub-Programme 
(PSHSP); 4) Plantation Housing Sub
Programme (PHSP); and 5) Mahaweli 
Settlement Housing Sub-Programme 
(MSHSP). 

Implementation of the RHSP (begun 
in January 1984) constitutes the single 
most extensive component, while that 
of the UHSP only started at the begin
rung of 1985. The other Sub
Programmes are also under way. The 
beneficiaries of each Sub-Programme, 
are offered a package of options tied to a 
scheme of shelter loans, which have to 
be re-paid fully at a specified rate of 
interest. 

Since it was launched the MHP has 
been able to reach a hitherto unpara
lleled number of families attained by 
any other housing or shelter program
me. Furthermore it was able to demon
strate these achievements at much low
er average unit costs: 

Sub- Families Value of 
programme 1984 - Sept. 1986 average 

unit loan 

RHSP 42,213 31,483 Rs.5,250-5, 
(US$202-21 

UHSP 4,422 Rs. 7, 000-9,' 
(US$269-3~ 

The RHSP and UHSP, from January 
1984 up to September 1985, have thus 
reached 79,118 families . Of this number 
43,933 have already completed their 
work. 

The RHSP can safely be estimated to 
have reached over 10,000 of Sri Lanka's 
25,000 villages, while the UHSP has so 
far covered 49 of Sri Lanka's 51 Urban 
Local Authorities (ULAs) . The UHSP 
during its first nine months of imple
mentation, reached 4,422 families in 49 



out of 51 ULAs in Sri Lanka. This has 
been possible through small urban loans 
given to individual families in both pro
ject, as well as on a scattered, basis. It 
has also to be noted that this is the first 
time in Sri Lanka that an Urban Low
Income Housing Programme is 
reaching all the urban areas in the 
country. 

In the unfolding MHP, the Imple
mentation Guidelines proved to be 
the essential touchstone for its 
thousands of participants. Pervasive in 
the whole Implementation Guidelines 
was one ideology - that of State sup
port for family or community initia
tives. An important creative output of 
the MHP is the rural and Urban Hous
ing Options Loans Packages (HOLP). 
HOLP is the name given to the variety 
of choices offered as solutions to shelter 
needs and problems. These were pre
pared on the recognised needs of the 
people through the experiences of pre
vious housing programmes. The needs 
were equated into options under HOLP, 
and then .related to loan ceilings 
together with interest rates and repay
ment periods. Experience in imple
mentation during the last two years has 
shown that the HOLP has been easily 
understood and accepted by the benefi
ciaries. The four kinds of HOLP de
veloped to date from user needs are: 
1) upgrading of homes and latrines; 
2) new homes and latrines; 3) new 
homes only; 4) other. 

A major contribution to the success 
of the MHP has been the political com
mitment and leadership it has received. 
A vision of self-reliance and commun
ity participation developed the decen
tralised implementation structure of the 
MHP - which is now inconceivable 
without it. The MHP was the first 
national programme to provide a signi
ficant and active role to the newly 
elected local government institutions: 
the Gramodaya Mandalayas (Village 
Level) and the Pradeshiya Mandalayas 
(Divisional or Sub-District Level). 

The role assigned to the Gramodaya 
Mandalayas in particular under the 
RHSP was unparalleled. The Mandalaya 
was entrusted with the tasks of selection 
of beneficiaries, supervision of proper 
use of loans for housing, and ensuring 
effective loan recovery. The decentra
lisation in the RHSP was so total, and 
that fact was publicised by declaring a 
performance index as the basis of furth
er funds , that Gramodaya Mandalayas 

Siridhamma 

Mawatha-

a Sites and 

Services project 

in Colombo. 

were left with no choice but the imple
mentation of the RHSP - if only to 
retain the confidence of the commun
ity. The UHSP on the other hand, has 
developed a different decentralised 
structure in the establishment of Hous
ing and Community Development 
Committees (HCDCs). The HCDCs are 
headed by the elected Head of the ULA 
(Mayor/Chairman). 

Another significant aspect of the 
MHP is the full and free choice it gave 
the beneficiaries within the limits of 
affordability. As mentioned, 79,118 ru
ral families and 4,422 urban families 
have so far benefitted under the HOLP 
of the MHP. A breakdown of the 42,213 
rural families which were reached in 
1984, summarised into main options, 
indicates the following percentages: 

Upgrading house and latrine 50% 
New house and latrine 31 % 
New house only 15% 
Others 4% 

This shows how over 40,000 fami
lies have opted for two dominant needs 
- upgrading of existing houses (in
cluding extensions) and new in
cremental houses, with services opted 
for on a much lower scale. 

The breakthrough achieved by the 
MHP in terms of direct costs to the State 
is also remarkable. In 1984, the State 
cost per family was as low aas Rs. 5,250 
- Rs. 5,500 (US$202-212). This was the 
result of the ingenious method of the 
small housing loan which, by putting a 
bare minimum of cash in the hands of 
the poor beneficiaries, motivates them 
to initiate and sustain their building. 
This access to a modest amount of cash 
becomes a lever for triggering and in
spiring poor families to wrest a solution 
to basic needs. At a purely economic 
level, the cost-effectiveness of this 
method is very high. 
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The MHP has also brought out a 
sense of pride in ownership. As houses 
are developed as expressions of indi
vidual choice, and as the actual con
struction is controlled by the user him
self, there is evidence of more satisfac
tion and pride in the ultimate product. 
They are no longer house-type plans 
built by an outsider - but houses built 
according to the particular needs and 
the affordability of the family. 

The practice of the HOLP has two 
other noteworthy aspects . First, it has 
managed to resolve the issue of 
appropriate standards in low income ' 
housing, particularly for the small hous
ing loan, as the trend is towards mini
malising standards and design. Second
ly, it has revitalised the existing tradi
tion of vernacular construction. Sup
port for those who have already taken 
their own initiative confirms official 
recognition of traditional teclmologies 
and materials. 

Article by Ministry of Local 
Government, Housing and 
Construction, Sri Lanka. 
Photqgraphs by Sarath 
Mataraarachchi. 
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me that mamtams the acceptable while 
devising measures to overcome the un
acceptable. It is likely that the resulting 
housing proposals will be a package of a 
number of different measures aimed at 
different people in different situations 
rather than one monolithic programme. 

The package willieam from the reali
ties of the current housing processes: for 
example, the notion of affordability in 
housing becomes lmnecessarily restrictive 
because of the presumption that the 
house must be completed within the 
same time-frame as the project. In prac
tice, a poor household builds a house by 
accretion and it may never be finished, in 
the sense that its occupants feel that they 
need make no further additions or mod
ifications. 

Similarly, 
would allow 

the support approach 
the house to be used not 

only for business but also as a business. 
Given that in any city there are many 
who cannot afford their own home, and 
even more who may not want to (see 
above), there is no reason why those that 
would like to should not be allowed to let 
part of their house to finance the rest. 
Again this is standard practice all over the 
world, but rarely acceptable to housing 
projects (the dislike presumably stems 
from the immorality of using public sub
sidies for private profit, but no such mor
al judgement comes into play when 
money is leant for building a hotel; 
moreover, there shouldn't be a subsidy as 
such). 

A Fresh Look at Policy 
A number of such ideas are gradually 
beginning to become acceptable, it is 
time they were put together in the form 
of a housing policy5 Such a housing 
policy would not only cover all sections 
of the population, but would also interact 
and be integrated with other sectors of 
the economy. Obviously, the policy that 
emerges will reflect the particular situa
tion and therefore be unique, but there 
are some common features of a support 
approach housing policy. They would be: 
• a decentralised programme that 

allowed for as many as possible of the 
decisions (including design and layout) 
to be taken at the household or com
munity level, and provided the neces
sary technical and administrative sup
port from the urban, provincial and 
national levels to such decentralisation; 

• a programme in which the central and 
provincial governments concentrate on 
providing legislative and administrative 

support to the housing processes of the 
people; 

• a programme in which access to fi
nance is provided in ways that do not 
discriminate against those eamings 
small or irregular incomes, where the 
financing system is flexible enough to 
respond to the realities of low-income 
households rather than developing pro
cedures of bureaucratic convenience; 

• a programme in which urban author
ities concentrated on developing land 
for housing at a rate and in quantities 
that meet housing needs; 

• a programme in which urban author
ities concentrated on providing trunk 
and primary level urban services -
primary level services would be ser
vices at a level necessary to maintain 
health and safety; 

• a programme that allowed households 
to choose their own level and type of 
urban services which they could de
velop at their own pace for their com
munities, rather than being forced to 
pay for services at a higher level than 
they may want at any given time; 

• a programme that provided the neces
sary technical and adrninistrative sup
port for the development of low-cost 
building materials, including the 
formation of user and producer coop
eratives; 
a programme that provided the neces
sary legislative, technical and adminis
trative support for use of indigenous 
building materials, with building facili
tators instead of building inspectors; 

• a programme in which the govem
ment did not build or have its contrac
tors build housing unit. 

IFirst plAblished ill 1872, Friedl'iell Engels' pal'll
phlet has been repllblished by Progress Publisher, 
Moscow, 1975. 
2The Internaliollal Housing CeJllre palfllted tllf eIN
VA-ram which il1 its mal1Y variatiol1s remains the 
basic bl'lilding block oj l110st eat,th construction. 
3For a very good, il1deed best, survey oj housing 
options see Housing in the Modern World by 
Charles Abl'Ohl'l1s, pllblished by Faber. This and 
Engels' book are the only two on housing one need 
ever read. 
4An opporll/nity all too oftm missed is that pre
sented by disasters: the 50-called natul'Ol calamities 
(earthquakes, floods alld evell Jamine) that while 
catlsing col'lSidel'Ohle destl1Action often bl'ing in their 
wake a level oJJinancial assistance that would not 
otherwise be available. 
5CulTeruly the Sri Lankan ['vIillion Houses Prog
raml11e comes closest to the adoption ~f a sllpport 
appl'Oach nationally, though even that is limited, 
albeit to the poor. 
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Public Housing in Singapore 

The Singapore experience in Public Hous
ing may be unique in the Third World but it 
provides an important case study and exam
ple for rapidly urbanising countl'ies. 

The success of the Singapore housing 
programme is now widely acknow
ledged. Today, Singapore has a popula
tion of 2.47 million, a land area of 618 
square kilometres and per capita indige
nous mcome m 1981 of S$8,672 
(US$4,189). The public housing prog
ramme has provided acceptable and 
affordable accommodation to over 70% 
of the population. Space standards, sup
porting facilities and the total built
environment in residential areas con
tinue to improve. Notwithstanding 
some justifiable criticism of the Hous
ing & Development Board (HDB) de
velopment as well as reservations re
garding high-rise living, the average 
Singaporeans are provided with better 
living accommodation than many of 
their counterparts, including many liv
ing in major urban centres of the econo
mically advanced countries. 

The scope of HDB activities include 
the planning of new towns and town 
centres as well as the design and con
struction of offices, shops, industrial 
buildings and sports facilities, and the 
provision of parks, playgrounds and 
community facilities. Considerable 
emphasis has recently been given to up
grade the physical environment of the 
older estates. HDB is also involved in 
the production of basic building mate
rial and undertakes large reclamation 
projects. Maintenance and estate man
agement services are provided for its 
350,000 housing units. Over the years, 
HDB has also undertaken the design and 
execution of numerous housing and 
mixed-use developments all over the 
island. At present, six new towns have 
been substantially completed, and six 
others are simultaneously under con
struction. Their sizes range from 25,000 
to 50,000 residential units with a popula
tion range of 100,000 to 250,000. Each 
new town is sub-divided into neigh
bourhoods of around 4,000 to 6,000 
dwelling units housing about 20,000 to 
30,000 people. Each neighbourhood 
has its own centre with local shopping 
facilities. The centre is usually located 
within five minutes average walking 
time from the residential blocks. New 
projects will have a higher plot ratio as 
the result of the construction of larger 
flats while maintaining the same 

population density. 
HDB has an excellent record in the 

maintenance of its buildings and com
mon areas, such as parks, landscaped 
gardens and playgrounds. The mainte
nance functions are varied and include: 
1) day-to-day repairs, 2) emergency re
pairs and maintenance of essential ser
VICes, and 3) programmed periodic 
maintenance and redecoration. It is rec
ognised that good design and specifica
tion are fundamental for economic 
maintenance, and savings at construc
tion stage must not result in subsequent 
increased maintenance. 

The HDB development programme 
is entirely fmanced from government 
loans. In recent years, the development 
loans to HDB approximates 4% to 5% 
of Gross Domestic Product (CDP) and 
more than 30% of Government Esti
mates. This is possible as Singapore has 
a very high saving rate and the govern
ment has healthy reserves. Furth
ermore, the required percentage of con
tribution to the Central Provident Fund 
(CPF) - a compulsory pension fund -
has increased substantially over the 
years. At present, CPF's contribution is 
45% of salary, with 23% from em
ployees and 22% from employers up to 
a monthly ceiling income ofS$3,000.00. 

Surprisingly, the gross deficit is re
latively modest. In the last few years, 
the deficit ranges from SMO million to 
S$68 million, i.e. 4% to 7% of budgeted 
capital expenditure. Most of the sub
sidies are allocated to the small dwelling 
milts which are usually occupied by 
poorer families. 

Since the begiIming, government 
loans for construction properties for 
rent are repayable over 60 years with 
interest at 73/4% per almum. Loans for 
constructing flats for sale are repayable 
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over 10 years with interest at 6% per 
annum. This arrangement is very im
portant to stabilise the financing cost, 
especially when interest rates are high 
and fluctuating. 

The HDB has frequently argued its 
case for high-rise living on the basis of 
limited land available in the island-state. 
The present HDB's housing density is 
very high and unsuitable for low-rise 
high-density housing. Another possible 
reason for such high density develop
ment is to keep the apportioned cost of 
land to each flat unit at an acceptable 
level. 

According to Liu Thai-Ker, HDB's 
Chief Executive Officer, the key ele
ments that make high-rise living in 
Singapore acceptable are that "residents 
are by and large adaptable to change ... 
The co-operation and discipline of our 
people also help keep human cont1ict 
and vandalism to a very low level ... 
The tropical weather in fact makes 
high-rise living desirable and the open
to-sky courtyard usable. " 

To achieve a creative environmental 
identity is a very difficult task. Howev
er, it is a vital ingredient for viable com
munity development. To provide 
adequate housing and the necessary 
supporting facilities for a large majority 
of the population is a laudable achieve
ment and the present serious attempts 
by the HDB to enlarge its scope to in
clude community development IS 

admirable. However, the degree of its 
success in the future can no longer be 
measured just in quantitative terms or 
even by social surveys. Its task is for
midable, but the challenge is exciting 
and can be really worthwhile. 

Extracted from an article in MIMAR 7,1983 
by William S. W. Lim. 

The skyline of 

Bishan New Town 

formed by an 
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slab blocks. 
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