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FOREWORD
Michael Cohen

The motivation for
writing this book for
the Third Preparatory
Commission meeting
for Habitat III comes
from a concern that the
framing of commitments
in a New Urban Agenda (NUA) must reflect
knowledge about the degree of fulfillment of
commitments made by governments at the
1996 Habitat II Conference.
This issue became evident during the
Second Preparatory Commission meeting
in Nairobi in April 2015 during a session
of presentations by the United Nations
Regional Economic Commissions when a
representative of the Habitat International
Coalition asked whether the reports of the
commissions would assess the degree of
fulfillment of national commitments made in
1996. Regional representatives answered
that no such assessment would be included
in the reports; each government has to
undertake an evaluation. Yet, few believed
that most national governments would
critically assess their own performance.
These discussions led the Global Urban
Futures Project (GUF) and the Observatory
on Latin America (OLA) of The Milano
School of The New School University in
New York to undertake different forms of
assessment of the fulfillment of Habitat II
commitments. The GUF, a project supported
4
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by the Ford Foundation and the Julien
Studley Faculty Research Fund at The New
School, created the Habitat Commitment
Index (HCI) presented in this book. In
parallel has been a qualitative assessment
of the experiences of six Latin American
countries: Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia,
Ecuador, and Mexico. Well-known urban
scholars and practitioners in each country
were commissioned by the OLA to prepare
assessments. These reports, supported
by financing from the Ford Foundation,
were discussed at a workshop and public
conference on July 4-5, 2016, held in
Buenos Aires at the offices of the CAFDevelopment Bank of Latin America, and
the Facultad de Arquitectura, Diseño, y
Urbanismo of the Universidad de Buenos
Aires. These events were generously
supported by the CAF. The summaries of
the six reports are included in this book.

the commitments made in 1996 have not
been significantly fulfilled. In some countries,
there is almost no evidence that Habitat
II had any influence at all on either urban
policy or urban development. In others,
it is apparent that the debates in Istanbul
substantively affected policy formulation and
decisions.

The findings of these two forms of
assessment, quantitative and qualitative,
are complementary and demonstrate that

• Data and evidence of the impacts of
national policies on cities are difficult to
find. There are severe limitations on the

Four major findings stand out from these two
assessments:
• National economic growth does not
automatically result in improved urban
conditions.
• There is no relationship between inequality
levels and economic growth.
• Policy reform and institutional development
both prove to be fragile in many countries.

availability of urban data at the national
level.
These limitations underline the importance
of careful drafting and consultation among
member countries about the commitments
to be included in the NUA. The revised
version of the Zero Draft mentions the word
“commit” more than 50 times, yet at no
place in its many pages are there numerical
targets. This makes accountability extremely
difficult, as in the case of the slum target in
the Millennium Development Goals, where
the words used in the definition of the slum
target could be interpreted in many different
ways.
Both assessments undertaken by The New
School suggest an urgent need to:
• Establish clear targets and indicators of
progress
• Establish rigorous monitoring systems at
the global, national, and urban levels
• Hold periodic public reviews of the
progress of countries and cities in meeting
the commitments made in the NUA
• Design feedback loops at the national and
urban levels so that monitoring results can
be used to strengthen policy reform and
implementation processes

Commitments should not only be about the
“what”, they should also tackle the “how” –
how can countries and cities, through their
national and urban governments, undertake
a more focused and successful effort in
achieving these new urban goals? The
assessments presented in this book offer an
opportunity for low performing countries to
identify policies and action agendas that can
lead to a more successful achievement of
the goals of the NUA.
It is hoped that this book, together with
the full day conference, “Fulfilling Habitat
II Commitments: Assessing the Past
– Constructing a Platform for Action”,
jointly organized by The New School and
collaborating institutions, held on July 24,
2016 in Surabaya, Indonesia, will contribute
to that process by clearly suggesting to
national and city governments, international
organizations, and civil society that the
nature of commitments matter. Formulating
ambitious and realistic commitments is an
indispensable first step towards achieving
real progress in improving the lives of
billions of city residents around the world.

Michael Cohen

Professor of International Affairs

• Assure that this process is transparent
and comparable across countries and cities
so that findings can be used to encourage
sustained improvement in performance.
The Habitat Commitment Project
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THE GLOBAL URBAN
FUTURES PROJECT
The Habitat Commitment Index (HCI) is
a product of the Global Urban Futures
Project (GUFP), a learning network of
scholars and activists who are changing the
conversation about urban policy. The GUFP
highlights the major challenges facing cities
around the world—rising inequality, uneven
growth, and climate change.
We believe that cities are central to these
problems, but also hold the key to their
solutions. We encourage an approach to
urban issues that considers the economy,
the environment, and society jointly—not
separately—and fosters ambitious new
ideas and solutions. With partners from civil
society and policy circles, we are fostering
debate and contributing evidence to the
development of the New Urban Agenda,
including the Sustainable Development
Goals, COP 21 and Habitat III.
The Global Urban Futures Project created
the Habitat Commitment Index to bring a
comprehensive assessment of the Habitat
Agenda from 1996 to the discussion as the
New Urban Agenda is being drafted and
debated.

INTRODUCTION
TOWARDS HABITAT III: THE ROAD
FROM VANCOUVER TO QUITO
In 1976, the United Nations General
6
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Assembly convened the First United Nations
Conference on Human Settlements (Habitat
I) in Vancouver, Canada. Governments had
just begun to recognize the consequences
of rapid urbanization and the need for
sustainable urban development, particularly
in the developing world. The past decades
had seen a massive surge in urbanization
driven by rural poverty, growing urban
economies, reduced infant mortality, and
longer lifespans. Along with this shift, the
negative impacts of rapid, unplanned
urbanization were becoming more apparent,
as urban slums and evictions became
commonplace in the Global South, while
cities of the Global North struggled with
urban sprawl and decaying inner cities.
While Habitat I was notable for bringing
urban issues to an international stage for the
first time, it was not without criticisms—the
momentum following Habitat I focused on
housing supply, often at a very technical
level, and on work to be undertaken by
national governments with local-level

authorities largely left out of the discussion.
Civil society groups were also left out
of the discussion, despite their intimate
understandings of the day-to-day impacts of
housing policies.1
The Second United Nations Conference
on Human Settlements (Habitat II)
took place in Istanbul, Turkey, in 1996.
Habitat II was notable for being the first
UN conference to invite NGOs and civil
society organizations to provide input and
participate in drafting recommendations.
The result of the conference was the Habitat
Agenda—241 paragraphs containing over
600 recommendations meant to guide UN
policy regarding cities for the following two
decades, organized around five central
objectives: adequate shelter for all, security
of tenure throughout the developing world,
support for vulnerable groups and women,
adequate and equitable access to services,
and promotion of decentralization and good
urban governance.

HABITAT II
Despite its successes in bringing urban
issues to the global stage and the
unprecedented inclusion of a broad range
of stakeholders, Habitat II has been
criticized for failing to produce a lasting
and meaningful impact on urban policy.
The Habitat Agenda was ambitious, but
lacked priorities, metrics, or any system for
evaluating progress. David Satterthwaite, in
the February 1997 meeting at the Woodrow
Wilson International Center for Scholars in
Washington, stated that:
“Although the commitment to tackle poverty
and its various manifestations is clearly
stated, the documents do not set out realistic
means to do so – or to address poverty’s
underlying causes. This is a weakness
they share with most other international UN
conferences, which achieved little in setting
up effective international mechanisms to
promote progress toward the commitments
made. This is a weakness that Habitat II
also shares with its predecessor, the first
UN Conference on Human Settlements,
as there was little attempt to evaluate the
performance of governments in regard to the
Recommendations for National Action that
they had formally endorsed at that earlier
Conference in 1976.”2

Satterthwaite noted at the time that “there
is no provision for the kind of independent
assessment and monitoring that will hold
governments accountable if they fail to
implement the recommendations they have
endorsed.”3
In a Report to the General Assembly on

progress towards the Habitat II agenda in
July 2014, UN-Habitat Secretary-General
Dr. Joan Clos reported, “Urbanization has
brought growth and development...[but] has
been unable to respond to many existing
and emerging challenges such as: urban
sprawl, congestion, pollution, emission of
greenhouse gases, emerging urban poverty,
segregation, increasing inequalities and
other negative externalities.”4 Later that
year, at the first Preparatory Committee
for Habitat III, Dr. Clos highlighted six new
challenges and issues that have emerged
since Habitat II in 19965:
1. Cities now represent more than half of the
world’s population.
2. Urban expansion in many developing
countries has often been characterized by
informality and unauthorized settlements.
However, the core of this problem is lack
of protection of the public space and
availability of accessible buildable plots.
3. While high population growth remains a
concern in the least developed countries,
countries in many other parts of the world
are grappling with slower or declining
population growth, with developing regions
and countries experiencing a significant
increase in the proportion of young people in
their populations.
4. Inequality has become a universal
concern. Differences in access to
opportunity, income, consumption, location,
information and technology are now the
norm, not the exception. Developing
countries also face the issue of slums, which
continue to reinforce the aforementioned
inequalities.

5. An increasing number of urban residents
in developed countries experience poverty
or social exclusion.
6. Cities are responsible for as much as
70 % of the world’s carbon emissions. A
well planned and managed urbanization
is a prerequisite for reduction in carbon
emissions and for increased resilience to
climate related disasters.
The World Cities Report 2016 categorizes
these issues facing cities since Habitat II
into two groups: persistent and emerging
challenges. The persistent issues, which
were recognized during the time of Habitat II
but remain unresolved or have exacerbated,
include informal and underserved
settlements, and in some areas, increasing
concentrations of poverty. Emerging, and
often interrelated, urban issues include:
climate change; involuntary migration as
a result of conflict, such as the Syrian
civil war; and the issues of exclusion and
inequality, as today 75 percent of the world’s
cities have higher levels of inequality than
two decades ago.6
Inequality, in particular, has become a crisis
in cities of both developed and developing
countries, from the “Occupy” movements in
New York and Istanbul, protests over police
violence in Ferguson, and the more recent
“Brexit” decision in the United Kingdom,
which many attributed to inequality between
London’s finance sector and the stagnating
wages of former industrial areas.7The World
Cities Report 2016 captures the extent of
wealth, inequality, and exclusion of cities
today in stating “never before have so
many newcomers been attracted to these
The Habitat Commitment Project
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concentrations of wealth and productive
capacity than today—nor have these
resources been so inequitably distributed
that the ‘urban divide’ between rich and poor
has never looked so wide.”8
In the period since Habitat II, cities have
become centers of unprecedented wealth
and prosperity, but in many cases few have
benefited from this increased prosperity. As
Habitat III approaches and a New Urban
Agenda (NUA) is articulated that reflects
Sustainable Development Goal 11—to
make cities inclusive, safe, sustainable,
and resilient—the Global Urban Futures
Project has recognized the need not only
for an assessment of the previous urban
agenda, but an assessment process that
takes into account the differing levels of
resources available to countries. The Habitat
Commitment Index, rather than comparing
absolute outcomes between countries of
disparate levels of economic development,
aims to measure how well countries have
used the resources available to them to
meet the commitments set forth at Habitat II.
By assessing progress made toward
the Habitat II commitments, the Habitat
Commitment Index aims not only to inform
the Habitat III process, but to highlight the
limitations of relying on economic growth
alone in meeting urban development goals
and better identify opportunities where policy
interventions may be needed.

8
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THE HABITAT
COMMITMENT INDEX

As UN member states prepare to meet in
Quito this fall to agree on a New Urban
Agenda (NUA) at Habitat III, it is important
to scrutinize the previous urban agenda
and assess how effective it has been.
Unfortunately, there has been little effort
so far to thoroughly gauge the progress
made toward meeting the objectives
agreed upon in the previous agenda from
the 1996 Habitat II conference in Istanbul.
Given the economic growth of the past two
decades, how well have countries used their
resources to meet the commitments of the
Habitat II agenda?
To answer this question, the Global
Urban Futures Project has developed the
Habitat Commitment Index (HCI)—a way
of measuring country performance on a set
of indicators that takes per capita income
levels into account to gauge progress over
time.
While socioeconomic indicators, such
as measures of poverty, access to basic
services, and education, can provide a
meaningful representation of the wellbeing of individuals, the goal of the HCI is
to look not only at well-being, but at levels
of commitment on the part of national
governments to meeting the goals and

Ayutthaya, Thailand
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objectives set forth at Habitat II. At the
time of Habitat II, countries began at
different starting points in terms of urban
development and with vastly different levels
of resources available to them. In the time
period between Habitat II to present, some
countries have experienced rapid economic
growth, while others have suffered from slow
growth or economic stagnation. The HCI
creates an index that measures progress
on socioeconomic indicators in light of the
resources, as measured by per capita GDP,
that have been available to countries during
this period.
Recognizing the problem of comparing
outcomes between countries with vastly
different resources available to them, the
Global Urban Futures Project (GUFP)
team sought to create an index that would
judge country performance not by absolute
achievement level, but against the maximum
level achieved historically by countries with
similar income levels. Using the Social and
Economic Rights Fulfillment (SERF) method

developed by Fukuda-Parr et al.1, the HCI
established predicted performance levels
by income for six categories: Infrastructure,
Employment, Poverty, Sustainability,
Gender, and Institutional Capacity.
The HCI’s rescaled scores based on
predicted performance offer a new
perspective on urban development. For
example, in 1996 only 37% of Burundi’s
urban population had access to electricity,
while in Belize over 96% had access to
electricity. However, Belize’s per capita
GDP at that time was almost ten times
that of Burundi. Using the HCI’s scoring
based on historical data, Burundi was
actually performing at around 96% of what
was possible. While the raw numbers put
Belize and Burundi at opposite ends of
the spectrum in terms of urban electricity
provision in 1996, their HCI scores are
nearly equivalent—meaning that based on
their resources, Burundi was performing
about as well as could have been expected
in terms of urban electricity access.
The Habitat Commitment Project
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Likewise, the level of access to improved
urban sanitation was roughly the same for
Peru and Vietnam in 1996, at 73.3% and
72% respectively. However, at that time
Vietnam had a per capita GDP (PPP, 2011
International Dollars) of $2,197, while Peru
was significantly higher at $6,240. Based on
the HCI’s analysis using the achievement
possibility frontier derived from historical
data, Vietnam received a score of 92.6
out of 100 in terms of its achievement for
access to improved urban sanitation relative
to its capacity. Meanwhile, Peru’s capacityadjusted achievement on the indicator was
more modest, at 80.6 out of 100.

Identifying Commitments
and Selecting Indicators
Based on a detailed review of the Istanbul
Declaration and related documents from
Habitat II, the Global Urban Futures Project
identified seven commitment categories and
several goals that had been agreed upon
and which would form the basis for the HCI
evaluation, them being:
1. Adequate shelter for all
We reaffirm our commitment to the full
and progressive realization of the right
to adequate housing, as provided for in
international instruments.
2. Sustainable human settlements
We commit ourselves to the goal of
sustainable human settlements in an
10
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urbanizing world by developing societies
that will make efficient use of resources
within the carrying capacity of ecosystems.
3. Enablement and participation
We commit ourselves to the strategy of
enabling all key actors in the public, private
and community sectors to play an effective
role - at the national, state/provincial,
metropolitan and local levels - in human
settlements and shelter development.
4. Gender equality
We commit ourselves to the goal of gender
equality in human settlements development.
5. Financing shelter and human
settlements
(...) we commit ourselves to strengthening
existing financial mechanisms and,
where appropriate, developing innovative
approaches for financing the implementation
of the Habitat Agenda (…)
6. International cooperation
We commit ourselves - in the interests
of international peace, security, justice
and stability - to enhancing international
cooperation and partnerships that will assist
in the implementation of national plans of
action and the global plan of action and in
the attainment of the goals of the Habitat
Agenda.
7. Assessing progress
We commit ourselves to observing and
implementing the Habitat Agenda as a
guide for action within our countries and will
monitor progress towards that goal.

Goals and Principles
1. Equitable human settlements
2. The eradication of poverty
3. Sustainable development
4. Quality of life
5. The family
6. All people have rights
7. Partnerships among countries
8. Solidarity with those belonging to
disadvantaged and vulnerable groups
9. Safeguarding the interests of present and
future generations
10. Health
The HCI seeks to analyze the progress
made on the commitments, goals, and
principles of the 1996 Habitat Agenda by
dividing them into six broad categories,
referred to as dimensions throughout
the study. The six dimensions of the HCI
are: Infrastructure, Poverty, Employment,
Sustainability, Institutional Capacity, and
Gender.

Choosing Indicators:
Challenges to Collecting
Data
Moving from identifying the commitments
of Habitat II to creating a list of usable
indicators for the HCI presented several
challenges. The first, and greatest,
challenge was the lack of urban data at the
national level. For many of the indicators
we looked at, access to adequate housing,
for example, data have simply not been
collected in a rigorous manner across
countries. For other indicators, data are

Table 1. Selecting Indicators
TOTAL INDICATORS TRIED FOR HCI
116

TOTAL INDICATORS USED FOR HCI
15 (12.93%)

INDICATORS
TRIED: 7
USED: 2

INDICATORS
TRIED: 46
USED: 3

INDICATORS
TRIED: 24
USED: 4

INDICATORS
TRIED: 15
USED: 2

INDICATORS
TRIED: 10
USED: 2

INDICATORS
TRIED: 14
USED: 2

INSTITUTIONAL
CAPACITY

GENDER

RESIDENTIAL
INFRASTRUCTURE

POVERTY

EMPLOYMENT

SUSTAINABILITY

Quality of
Government
International
Country Risk Guide

Female Tertiary
Enrollment
World Bank

Urban Piped Water
on Premises
World Bank

Infant Mortality
World Bank

Vulnerable
Employment
World Bank

Exposure to
Environmental Risk
Yale University

Government
Effectiveness
World Bank

Maternal
Mortality
World Bank

Urban Access to
Electricity
World Bank

Urban Poverty
Headcount

Formal
Employment
ILO / OECD

Electricity
Production from
Renewable
Resources
World Bank

Female Employment
in NonAgricultural Sector
World Bank

World Bank

wealth increased, carbon emissions also
increased.
After testing 116 data sets, only 15 were
found to satisfy HCI requirements. Table 1
shows the final 15 indicators chosen, across
the six HCI dimensions.

Urban Access to
Improved Sanitation
World Bank

Water Safety
Yale University

available at the national level, but are not
disaggregated between urban and rural.
For example, since Habitat II, no European
country collected data on poverty at the
urban level. While recognizing that using
combined urban and rural data is not ideal,
the importance of including some indicators,
such as Exposure to Environmental Risk, in
the assessment outweighed the problems of
using aggregated national-level data.
For other indicators, data have not been
collected consistently in the period between
Habitat II and the present. The initial HCI
analysis focuses on assessing progress
on individual indicators during the period
between 1996 and 2014, plus or minus one
year depending on data availability.

The SERF methodology, used to calculate
the HCI, posed constraints in choosing
indicators. The SERF methodology relies
on an underlying assumption of a positive
correlation between an indicator and
economic growth. For many of the data
sets, this was not the case, and therefore
they could not be used. For example,
measurements of inequality using World
Bank data showed no correlation with
income, despite research suggesting
otherwise, such as the Kuznet’s Curve
hypothesis. Gender-related indicators, which
will be discussed in depth in a later section,
also frequently showed no correlation
with income. Some environmental
measurements, such as reduced per capita
carbon emissions, showed the reverse—as
The Habitat Commitment Project
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FINDINGS
The HCI from 1996 to
Present: Global Overview
Map 1 shows the HCI scores for 1996, at the
time of Habitat II. Even after adjusting for
resource differences, outcomes were highly
varied. North America, Europe, and Australia
scored very highly, Latin America had scores
in the 60s and 70s, and Sub-Saharan Africa
showed a wide range of scores, from one
of the lowest—Mali—to two of the highest—
Kenya and Zimbabwe.
The average HCI score at the time of
Habitat II was 69.68, meaning the world
was, on average, performing at around 70%
of what could have been possible given
the level of resources available. Among the
areas of best performance were Poverty,
with a global average score of 85.5, and
Infrastructure, with a global average score of
76.11.
The Sustainability category was the weakest
globally, with an average score of only 46.7.
At the time of Habitat II and the Istanbul
Declaration, the threat of climate change
and the dangers of increasing carbon
emissions were still largely unknown and
not yet widely accepted. Nevertheless,
the Istanbul Declaration made several
mentions of broad notions of sustainability,
environmental responsibility, and preventing
environmental degradation. Reflecting
current conceptions and priorities of
environmental responsibility, half of the
12
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HCI sustainability measure is based on
renewable energy production. Given that
this is a more recent environmental priority,
the global average of only 46.7 in 1996 may
not be surprising.
In the period between Habitat II and the
present, there has been considerable
economic growth, driven largely by the Asian
economies—China, in particular. However,
as the 2016 World Cities Report1 has
emphasized, despite becoming engines of
economic growth in a globalized world, the
challenges cities are facing have grown—
migration, both economic and conflictrelated, has increased; climate change has
emerged as a major global threat, and cities
in both the North and South have become
centers of growing intra-urban and intranational inequality, putting them at the center
of political unrest—as was evident in the
recent “Brexit” vote in the United Kingdom,
which the director of the London School of
Economics called “a vote against London.”2

In the period between 1996 and the present,
cities also endured numerous shocks—
from the global recession of 2008, which
increased income inequality in two-thirds of
American metropolitan areas, to increasingly
frequent terrorist attacks targeting urban
areas.
During this period of economic growth as
well as increasing challenges to cities,
how well have governments kept to the
commitments made at Habitat II in Istanbul?
Map 2 shows the current HCI scores (using
the most recent data, usually from 2014),
while Map 3 shows the change between
the 1996 HCI scores and the current HCI
scores. Overall, there has been extremely
little progress, with the average HCI score
increasing only 1.49 points, from a global
average of 69.68 in 1996 to a current
average score of 71.17. As Map 2 shows,
the Americas continued to be medium-tohigh performers, with Argentina and Brazil
both increasing. In Western Europe, some
of the few countries to lag behind the rest

of the continent in the 1996 HCI scores—
Spain, Portugal, and Ireland—were able to
catch up, although economic decline as a
result of the global recession would have
influenced their scores.
In terms of greatest increases and
decreases by country, Map 3 shows the
extent to which change has varied. While
Latin America and Southeast Asia, with a
few exceptions, increased their HCI scores,
Northern and Sub-Saharan Africa showed
extremes in both directions, with both large
increases and decreases in HCI scores.
Also troubling was the finding that the
two most populous countries either made
no progress, as was the case in India, or
actually had a significant decline in the HCI
score, as was the case in China.
Among the drivers of the changes (or lack
thereof) in the HCI scores, the greatest
change was in the Gender dimension, as is
discussed in-depth in a later section. The
average gender HCI score increased by
8.62 points in the period between Habitat II
and the present, rising to a global average
of 76.82—one of the highest among the
HCI categories. This rise was due in part to
phenomenal increase in the Female Tertiary
Enrollment indicator, which rose by an HCI
score of 22.13 points, by far the largest
positive change among the indicators.
Minimal progress was made in the
Infrastructure dimension (+1.78), while
Poverty (+5.69) and Sustainability (+3.63)
improved modestly. Only two dimensions
saw declines in average HCI scores—

Map 1. HCI at time of Habitat II
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Map 3. Change in HCI Score - 1996 to Present
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Findings - Global Overview

Employment and Institutional Capacity.
While decline in the Employment dimension
was negligible (-0.56), Institutional Capacity
had the most extreme change among the
dimensions, with the global average HCI
score for Institutional Capacity falling by
11.26 points, from 74.8 in 1996 to 63.5,
and accounting in large part for the overall

lack of HCI progress, since the decline was
large enough to offset gains made across
the other categories. The two components
of the Institutional Capacity dimension, the
International Country Risk Guide’s Quality
of Government index and and the World
Bank’s Government Effectiveness index,
declined by 18.09 and 6.52, respectively.

Total Countries HCI Change Distribution

However, the two Institutional Capacity
measurements do not take into account
levels of participation, democracy, or
freedom, but rather are based on surveys
sent to firms and NGOs to assess
perceptions of governments’ abilities to
provide public services.3

UN Habitat, “World Cities Report 2016,” UN-Habitat
Craig Calhoun, “Brexit is a Mutiny Against the Cosmopolitan Elite,”
Huffington Post, June 28, 2016, Accessed July 8, 2016. http://www.
huffingtonpost.com/craig-calhoun/brexit-mutiny-elites_b_10690654.html
3
Daniel Kaufmann, Aart Kraay and Massimo Mastruzzi, “The Worldwide
Governance Indicators: Methodology and Analytical Issues,” Brookings,
September 2010, Accessed July 8, 2016. http://www.brookings.edu/~/
media/research/files/reports/2010/9/wgi%20kaufmann/09_wgi_kaufmann.
pdf
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FINDINGS - REGION
East Asia & Pacific

Tokyo, Japan
© Melissa De La Cruz

OVERVIEW
Since 1996, the region has experienced
both rapid urbanization and fast-paced
economic growth. As a whole, the region’s
urban population has grown by 74% since
1996, and the region accounted for almost
two-fifths of global economic growth in 2015,
more than twice the combined contribution
of all other developing regions.1
On average, the HCI score increased
by only 1.5 points in the region. The
best performers were Cambodia (+8.6),
Micronesia (+5.3), and Vietnam (+5.2), while
the worst performers were Brunei (-2.5)
and China (-5.6). The largest improvements
were in the Gender and Poverty dimensions.
For individual indicators, the biggest
improvements were in Female Tertiary
Enrollment and Maternal Safety.
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China was the lowest ranking country
in the overall HCI for the region. China’s
low HCI performance indicates that the
HCI indicators have not improved at the
same rate as GDP per capita increased.
China’s income per capita increased from
$2,700 in 1996 to around $12,000 in 2014.
Additionally, the urban population has
increased by 96 percent. The country has
at least 10 cities with more than 7 million
people, the largest three being Shanghai,

HCI Change by Indicator 1996-2014 in East Asia & Pacific
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Non-Agricultural Employment. Vietnam’s
urban population has grown by 85 percent
since 1996.

Vietnam has doubled its per capita income
since 1996, noting significant improvements
in the Employment (+13), Sustainability
(+10) and Gender (+13) dimensions,
specifically the indicators of Non-Vulnerable
Employment, Environmental Risk Reduction,
Female Tertiary Enrollment and Female

-15

NOTABLE COUNTRIES
Cambodia has made significant
improvements across all dimensions except

for Institutional Capacity, more specifically
the indicator Government Effectiveness.
It was the top performer in Residential
nfrastructure (+19), Employment (+21) and
Gender (+21) as well as the top performer
for overall HCI (+8.6) in East Asia & the
Pacific.

HCI Change in East Asia & Pacific

Positive HCI Change
Negative HCI Change
Base Line HCI
Latest Year HCI

Beijing, and Tianjin. The most significant
changes occurred in the HCI dimensions of
Institutional Capacity (-31) and Residential
Infrastructure (-5). In the Sustainability
dimension, China’s score has decreased
in both indicators. The country still relies
on coal as a main source for electricity
generation.
Despite China’s low performance in the
HCI dimensions, half a billion people were
lifted out of poverty over the last 30 years.2
According to a Human Rights Watch report,
the Chinese government, under President Xi
Jinping, has rejected the “Western ideas of
constitutional and human rights as models
for China.3 The government has silenced
voices critical of one-party rule and tightly
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controls any use of social media. There is
some leeway for independent coverage that
is not seen as a threat to social stability or
the party.
CHANGE BY DIMENSION &
INDICATOR
Residential Infrastructure
Cambodia, Thailand and Malaysia
have made the largest improvements in
Infrastructure HCI scores in the last two
decades. The three nations have nearly
doubled their GDP per capita since 1996,
which suggests that the improvements in
the provision of infrastructure services has
not only kept up with economic growth, but
that the gap between actual performance

and maximum possible performance is
narrowing.
Thailand’s urban population has grown 83%
since 1996, with Bangkok having the largest
share of the urban population, with more
than 5 million people living in the city center.
Thailand improved its overall Infrastructure
score by 8.9 points and had the best
performance in Urban Electricity, improving
by 37 points. All these gains occurred
despite the Institutional Capacity score
falling by 37 points during the same period.
Successful examples of infrastructure
improvement programs include:
• The Baan Mankong Collective Housing
program was launched by the Thai
government in 2003. The program channels
government funds through infrastructure
subsidies, soft housing and land loans to
poor communities. These communities plan
and carry out improvements to housing,
environment, basic services and tenure
security including budgeting themselves.4
• The National Housing Authority (NHA)
provides housing and financial assistance
to low and middle-income people. They are
also heavily involved in slum upgrading and
squatter housing improvements.5
The worst performers for this category
are: Indonesia, China, and Mongolia.
Despite Indonesia’s recent economic
growth, the country’s score for the
Infrastructure dimension fell -3.8 points,
partly being pulled down by the Access
to Safe Water indicator. The last 20 years
The Habitat Commitment Project
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Poverty

• Indonesia is currently in need of 13 million
houses. However, there is still a lack of
access to financing for many, which makes
purchasing homes even more difficult.6

HCI Change
by Dimension
EAST
ASIA AND
PACIFIC in East Asia & Pacific

Residential
Infrastructure

has seen Indonesia’s population balloon to
approximately 250 million people in 2015.
The urban population has increased by
approximately 87 percent since 1996.

• At the national level, more than 37 million
people lack access to safe water and
sanitation facilities.7

Only ten countries in the region collected
data on the indicator Renewable Electricity
Production. From the countries that
collect this data, there appears to be
a positive change, except for the case
of the Philippines, where Renewable
Electricity Production scores have dropped
significantly. This is likely due in part to
the fact that the country has opened 15
new hydroelectric power plants since
18
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Institutional
Capacity

Sustainability
The Pacific Islands contain the top five
countries accounting for the largest increase
in Sustainability HCI scores for the Asia
Pacific region: Micronesia, Solomon
Islands, Papua New Guinea, and Fiji,
outpacing the majority of the Southeast
Asian nations. The Pacific Islands’ urban
population have also increased in the last
20 years (an average of 35%). However, the
top performing countries have indicator data
only for Environmental Risk Reduction, and
therefore Renewable Electricity Production
was not included in the calculation.

-11.57

1996, thereby reducing the share of its
energy production from non-hydroelectric
renewables.
Institutional Capacity
Japan is the only country that had a positive
change in the HCI score in this dimension.
Other countries in the region showed a
significant decline in the average of both
indicators comprising this dimension.
China, with a decline of -31, scored
the worst in this dimension. However,
as noted previously, the data for this
dimension are based on surveys on
government effectiveness and quality, but
does not address issues of democracy or
participation.

World Bank, “East Asia Pacific Growth Remains Resilient in Face of
Challenging Global Environment, says World Bank,” World Bank, April 10,
2016, Accessed July 8, 2016. http://www.worldbank.org/en/news/pressrelease/2016/04/10/east-asia-pacific-growth-remains-resilient-in-face-ofchallenging-global-environment-says-world-bank
2
World Bank, “Reforms in Land Use and Local Finances Will Help
Make China’s Urbanization More Efficient,” World Bank, March 25,
2015, Accessed July 8, 2016. http://www.worldbank.org/en/news/
feature/2014/03/25/reforms-in-land-use-and-local-finances-will-help-makechinas-urbanization-more-efficient
3
Human Rights Watch, “China Events of 2015,” Human Rights Watch,
Accessed July 10, 2016. https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2016/countrychapters/china-and-tibet
4
CODI, “Baan Mankoong Collective Housing,”CODI, Accessed July 8,
2016. http://www.codi.or.th/housing/aboutBaanmankong.html
5
Emily Norford and Terra Virsilas, “What Can We Learn from Thailand’s
Inclusive Approach to Upgrading Informal Settlements?,” The City Fix,
May 12, 2016, Accessed July 8, 2016, http://thecityfix.com/blog/thailandsinclusive-upgrading-informal-settlements-terra-virsilas-emily-norford/
6
Anita Rachman, “So many homes in so little time: Widodo’s Ambitious
Housing Target,” Wall Street Journal, May 7, 2015. Accessed July 10,
2016. http://blogs.wsj.com/indonesiarealtime/2015/05/07/so-many-homesso-little-time/
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Post, March 25, 2015, Accessed July 10, 2016. http://www.thejakartapost.
com/news/2015/03/25/coping-with-water-scarcity-indonesia.html
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Europe & Central Asia

and Gender dimensions, which rose by
30.85 points and 30.65 points, respectively,
as well as small increases in the
Infrastructure and Sustainability dimensions.
The only decline was in the Institutional
Capacity dimension, which fell -8.06 points.
Possible factors contributing to the change
include:
• In less than a decade, the country’s
per capita income has tripled to exceed
$10,500.

• In 1992, Denmark was the first country in
the EU to introduce a CO2 tax and generated

NON-AGRICULTURAL EMPLOYMENT, FEMALE
NO LIFETIME RISK OF MATERNAL DEATH
GROSS ENROLLMENT RATIO, TERTIARY, FEMALE (%)
QUALITY OF GOVERNMENT
GOVERNMENT EFFECTIVENESS
ELECTRICITY PRODUCTION
ERE
NON-VULNERABLE EMPLOYMENT
FORMAL EMPLOYMENT
UNDER 5 MORTALITY REVERSE
URBAN POVERTY HEADCOUNT
URBAN ELECTRICITY
ACCESS TO SAFE WATER
WATER PIPED ON PREMISES
IMPROVED URBAN SANITATION

20

15

5

NOTABLE COUNTRIES
Of the countries that made the most
significant progress in Europe and Central
Asia, Turkey, where Habitat II took place,
showed the largest increase in the HCI
score, increasing 12.04 points overall.
Turkey’s increase in the composite HCI
score was driven by advances in the Poverty

Denmark had the second highest increase
in the HCI for the region, increasing
by 10.39 points. While on most of the
dimensions Denmark had little change (less
than 3 points, plus or minus), Denmark
increased 18.15 points in the Gender
dimension, and most notably, 45.44 points
in the Sustainability dimension. Possible
factors include:

HCI Change by Indicator 1996-2014 in Europe & Central Asia
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OVERVIEW
Bolstered by high levels of urban
infrastructure and relatively low poverty
rates, Europe and Central Asia began 1996
with the highest average HCI of any region,
at 79.32, and while there was no significant
progress made during the period between
Habitat II and the present, the region still
has the current highest average HCI at
81.22. Overall, Institutional Capacity and
Employment were the only two dimensions
that showed negative changes in the HCI
(-7.76 and -2.06, respectively). Gender
showed the largest improvement, increasing
an average of 10.68 points.

• Extreme poverty fell from 13 percent to
4.5 percent, and moderate poverty from 44
percent to 21 percent, between 2002 and
2012.

-15

Istanbul, Turkey
© Nadine Rachid

• Maternal mortality has reduced from 86
deaths per 100,000 people in 1995 to 16.4
deaths per 100,000 in 2010, putting Turkey
below the ECA regional average for this
indicator.1
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Sustainability
On average, Europe and Central Asia
increased in the Sustainability dimension
by 6.33 points due to investments in
renewable energy production. The
Nordic countries of Finland, Iceland, and
Denmark (as discussed above), made
the largest increases in the Sustainability
dimension, largely attributable to the
20
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• Nearly 100% of Iceland’s electricity
production comes from renewable energy,
with 75% derived from hydroelectric
generation, which is not included in the
HCI, and 25% from geothermal energy.
Geothermal energy is used to heat 89% of
houses in Iceland as a result of government
efforts in the 1940s.5
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Sustainability

• Much of Finland’s energy consumption
comes out of necessity given the country’s
far northern latitude, with 22% of energy
used for heating. 25% of Finland’s energy
comes from renewable sources. Electricity
produced from biomass currently makes up
20% of the renewable energy consumed
throughout the residential, industrial, and
service sectors.4

Gender

Dimension in Europe
EuropeHCI
andChange
Centralby
Asia
& Central Asia

Employment

CHANGE BY DIMENSION &
INDICATOR

Renewable Electricity Production (excluding
hydroelectric) indicator. Important factors
include:

Poverty

• Denmark was highly dependent on
imported oil from the Middle East until 1973,
when it was greatly impacted by spikes in
oil prices.2 Today, more than 40 percent
of Denmark’s energy supply is generated
from wind power alone. Denmark plans to
generate 50 percent of the country’s energy
supply from renewable resources by 2020,
and 100 percent by 2050.3
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nearly 20% of its electricity from wind power.
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Latin America &
Caribbean

Mexico City, Mexico
© David Lopez Garcia

region was on the Quality of Government
indicator with an average change of -18.3.
Venezuela had the lowest final score and
largest decline, falling an outstanding -50.75
points, from a starting score of 58.23 to a
final score of only 7.47. Nicaragua had the
second worst performance, with a decline of
-49.36, from a beginning score of 96.14 to a
final score of 46.77.

The region’s best performance in an
individual indicator was the Urban Poverty
Headcount, with an average increase of 24
points between 1996 and the latest year
(only 9 countries have information for this
indicator). The highest HCI change for the
Urban Poverty Headcount indicator was for
Argentina, with a increase of 60.29, from a
score of 25.73 in the base year to a score of
86.03 in the final year. The second highest
improvement was Uruguay with 40.45,
from 31.64 in the base year to 72.09 in the
latest year. The worst performance for the

NOTABLE COUNTRIES
Uruguay had the highest HCI score change
in the region, increasing by 6.64 points.
The country’s best performance was in the
Urban Poverty Headcount indicator, with
an HCI score increase of 40.45, and the
Female Tertiary Enrollment indicator, with an

HCI Change by Indicator 1996-2014 in Latin America & Caribbean
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OVERVIEW
Of the 41 countries that make up Latin
America and the Caribbean, 29 were
included in the HCI. Many of the Caribbean
island nations lacked sufficient data,
and failed the meet the minimum data
requirements to calculate an HCI score.
GDP per capita (PPP, constant 2011
International Dollars) rose from $8,994
in 1996 to $13,220 in 2014. The average
HCI score for the region fell very slightly,
by -0.11, from 71.97 in 1996 to 71.86 in
2014, however it should be noted that
most countries in the region made small to
moderate gains in HCI scores, but this was
offset by a very sharp decline in the scores
of Venezuela and the Dominican Republic.
The region’s best average performance was
in the Poverty dimension with an average
total change for the category of 6.65 and the
worst performance was in the Institutional
Capacity dimension with an average change
of -13.16. Overall, Uruguay was the best
performer in the region with a change of

6.64 between the starting year and the
final year, followed by El Salvador and
Argentina, with increases of 5.75 and 5.57,
respectively.
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HCI score increase of 31.14 points. Uruguay
was also the only country in Latin America
that scored 100 points in the Access to
Safe Water indicator, not only in the base
year but also in the latest year, which
translated to an HCI score change of 0. Low
performances of a -8.85 HCI score change
in the Government Effectiveness indicator,
a decline in the Female Non-Agricultural
Employment indicator of -5.06, and a drop
in the Non-Vulnerable Employment indicator
of -4.19 points were highly compensated
for by positive changes in the indicators in
the Poverty and Residential Infrastructure
dimensions.
Uruguay’s good performance reflects
continuous effort to maintain economic
stability, together with innovative social
policies to address a rather small population.
• Currently, Uruguay stands out in Latin
America for its success as an equitable
society and its high per capita income,
low poverty rate and absence of extreme
poverty. As a percentage of the total
population, Uruguay has the largest middle
class in the region. It has achieved high
ratings on several measures of well-being,
such as the Human Development Index, the
Human Opportunity Index and the Economic
Freedom Index.
• Inclusive social policies have increased
coverage of social programs. For example,
approximately 87% of the population over
age 65 is covered by the pension system:
this figure is among the highest in Latin
America and Caribbean, along with those of
22
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Argentina and Brazil.1
The Dominican Republic had the largest
HCI score decline in Latin America, falling
-11.25 points. Despite advances in several
indicators, the country’s HCI performance
was principally due to its performance in
the Non-Agricultural Female Employment
indicator, with a decline of -58.46 points, and
the Quality of Government indicator which
fell -48.73 points.
The Dominican Republic has faced political
and economic challenges in the past 20
years that have deteriorated government
perceptions and poverty relief efforts,
leading to unstable labor market conditions
and low levels of public investment that
have translated to a lack of trust towards the
government. According to the ILO’s 2013
report “Growth, Employment And Social
Cohesion In The Dominican Republic”2, the
most notable challenges the country has
faced in the past two decades include:
• The lack of impact of economic growth on
poverty is particularly worrisome. According
to official national estimates using a World
Bank methodology, poverty levels in 2010
were the same as in 1990.
• The number of poor households increased
rapidly in the mid-2000s, in parallel with
the decline in the level of real wages, as
a result of the domestic crisis and the
subsequent high inflation, which reduced the
real incomes of the most vulnerable. Aside
from this “cyclical” effect, the trend is one of
stubborn persistence in the share of people

living in poverty. This pattern differs from the
experience of comparable countries in the
region. For instance, it is in stark contrast
with the improvements registered in Brazil,
Costa Rica, Peru and Colombia where,
according to World Bank estimates, poverty
levels were around 40 percent lower in 2010
than at the beginning of the decade.
• Poverty is exacerbated by a historical
legacy of underinvestment in public goods
and highly inefficient delivery of public
services in health, education, electricity
supply. The country lies at the bottom
of regional comparative rankings for
expenditure in those areas, according to
figures from CEPAL.
CHANGE BY DIMENSION &
INDICATOR
Poverty
Latin America’s best performance was in the
Poverty dimension with an average increase
of 6.65, largely due to an improvement in
the Urban Poverty Headcount indicator,
which had an increase of 24.41 on average.
This result reflects the overall improvement
in poverty indicators in the region as
acknowledged by multiple organizations
such as the World Bank3, the IMF4, and
the UNDP5,6. During a period of high
urbanization rates for the region—between
1996 and 2014 the urban population grew
by 40.5% with an average annual growth
of 1.5%—and the highest economic
development of this century—GDP grew
between 1996 and 2014 at an average
of 3.1% annually, despite two economic

recessions, in 1998 and 2008—the
region’s improvement in the Urban Poverty
Headcount indicator reflects a strong effort
to improve the quality of life and living
conditions in urban areas. According to the
UNDP7, between the years 2000 and 2014,
more than 56 million people have been
lifted out of poverty in Latin America and the
Caribbean.

Gender
The Latin American region’s second best
HCI improvement was in the Gender
dimension, with an average increase of
4.5 points, attributable to an exceptional
average score increase in the Female
Tertiary Enrollment indicator of 24.19 for the
period between 1996 and 2014. The region
also improved its Maternal Safety indicator
score, with an increase of 2.06. However,
the region still had a poor performance in

100

Positive HCI Change
Negative HCI Change
Base Line HCI
Latest Year HCI

the Female Non-Agricultural Employment,
score, which declined by -3.82.
Barbados had the best performance in
the Gender category, with an HCI increase
of 22.19 points. The island has been
characterized by its comparatively high
Human Development Index and recently
ranked 24th in the Global Gender Gap Index
201510. In the HCI, the country had nearperfect performance in the Maternal Safety
indicator, scoring above 99 in both the base
and the final years. The Female Tertiary
Enrollment indicator had a significant
improvement between the base and final
years, with 49% of women enrolled in 1999
going up to 90% in 2011, leading to an HCI
score increase of 42.54 points. According
to the Country Gender Assessment from
the Caribbean Development Bank, the
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Argentina8 had the best performance in the
Poverty dimension with an HCI increase
of 31.43, driven by an increase of 60.29
points in the Urban Poverty Headcount
indicator. The urban population classified
as poor based on the national poverty line
decreased by 31.2% in the period between
2001 and 2014, while the per capita GDP
of the country grew 46.78% in the same
period. This result is higher than the average
values for the indicator in the region. The
change in poverty indicators for Argentina
has been recognized and highlighted by
several reports on poverty, including a 2014
UNDP report which states that Argentina
had an outstanding achievement followed by
Chile, Perú, and Bolivia9.

HCI Change in Latin America and Caribbean
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country’s high performance on gender
equality is a result of an ongoing institutional
effort following the ratification of several
international and human rights instruments11.
Chile had the best performance in the
Female Tertiary Enrollment indicator with an
HCI increase of 56.07 points. In 1996, 23%
of the female population, mainly between
19 and 24 years, was enrolled in tertiary
education and by 2013 enrollment grew to
88%.
• A 2005 law was passed that established
a need-based student loan system. The
new loan scheme, the Crédito de la Ley
20.027 para Financiamento de Estudios
de Educación Superior, provides student
loans guaranteed by the state and higher
The Habitat Commitment Project
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Latin America and the Caribbean
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• There has also been a generational
reduction in the gender gap in educational
attainment. As in most OECD countries,
tertiary attainment is higher for men than
for women among the older generation
(55-64 year-olds), at 23% for men and
20% for women. However, for the younger
generation (25-34 year-olds), the difference
in tertiary attainment rates between men and
women is only 1 percentage point, at 42%
and 41% respectively13.

HCI Change by Dimension in Latin America & Caribbean
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education institutions to cover tuition fees.12
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Middle East & North
Africa

Beirut, Lebanon
© Nadine Rachid

OVERVIEW
The period between Habitat II and the
present has been a tumultuous time for
the Middle East and North Africa, from the
political unrest of the Arab Spring to ongoing
civil war in Syria that continues to impact
surrounding countries. However, the price of
crude oil, on which the economies of many
countries in the region depend, rose sharply
during the period, from a low of $16.44 per
barrel in 1998 to a high of $151.72 in 2008
(the most recent data available to the HCI is
from 2014, and therefore does not reflect the
economic impact of the steep decline of oil
prices that began in 2015).1

score in the region, increasing by 10.99
points. The increase was in large part due
to gains made in the Institutional Capacity
dimension, which increased by 29.35 points,
followed by the Infrastructure dimension,
which increased by 12.2 points. In the
Infrastructure dimension, indicators with
the largest gains were Access to Electricity
(+29.0), Piped Water on Premises (+10.45),
and Access to Safe Water (+7.93). Possible
factors contributing to the increase include:

Among the indicator dimensions, gains were
made in Infrastructure, Poverty, and Gender,
while average HCI scores decreased in
Institutional Capacity. However, among
individual indicators, notable gains were
made in Female Tertiary Enrollment, while
the Urban Poverty Headcount, Quality of
Government, and Female Non-Agricultural
Employment showed large declines in HCI
scores.

• For most of the period under analysis,
President Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan
instituted policies aimed at investing
oil revenues in health, education, and
infrastructure.

NOTABLE COUNTRIES
Rising from 58.48 to 69.47, the United Arab
Emirates had the highest increase in HCI

HCI Change by Indicator 1996-2014 in Middle East & North Africa
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As a whole, the region had virtually no
change in the HCI, increasing on average
only by 1.56, from 65.15 in 1996 to 66.72
currently. Major petroleum exporters,
including the United Arab Emirates (+10.99),
Bahrain (+8.72), Oman (+6.34), and Saudi
Arabia (+5.07) had the largest increases
in HCI, while Morocco (-7.39), Israel

(-4.85), and Egypt (-4.29) were the worst
performers, possibly due to political and
military conflict during the time period.
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• The United Arab Emirates ranks highly
in the Human Development Index, having
made significant progress since 1980.

• The 2013 World Economic Forum Report
highlights that the UAE ranks first in the
Middle East and North Africa region in terms
of gender equality in the fields of education,
health care, and political and economic
contributions.4
With a starting HCI of 60.88 and a current
HCI of 69.61, Bahrain’s 8.72-point
improvement, makes it the second best
performer in the region. This performance
is due primarily to accomplishments in the
dimensions of Infrastructure and Gender.
Within infrastructure, Bahrain made a
massive 71.43-point increase on Piped
Water on Premises, and a 19.97-point
increase in Access to Electricity. Within
the Gender dimension, Bahrain had
a 32.97-point increase in the Female
Tertiary Enrollment indicator. Bahrain’s
only decreasing indicator dimension was
Institutional Capacity (-2.31 points).
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Positive HCI Change
Negative HCI Change
Base Line HCI
Latest Year HCI

The following country characteristics are
notable:
• Since early 2011, the country has
experienced sustained protests and unrest
inspired by the regional Arab Spring,
particularly by the majority Shia population.

MOROCCO
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JORDAN
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BAHRAIN

•The United Nations Conference on
Trade and Development (UNCTAD)
reported in 2014 that the UAE ranks 2nd
globally in attracting and receiving foreign
investments.3

60

UAE

• According to the annual World
Competitiveness Report, the UAE ranked
first globally in the field of government
efficiency, the quality of government
decisions, the absence of bureaucracy, and
good management of public funds.2

HCI Change in Middle East & North Africa
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-20

• In February 2001, Bahrainis voted to
approve a new constitution that would
institute a partially elected parliament and
grant political rights to women.

• The country’s capital, Manama, is home
to many large financial institutions. Bahrain
ranks high in the Human Development Index
and is categorized by the World Bank as a
high-income economy.

• In 1999, HM King Haman bin Isa Al
Khalifa came to power and Bahrain
instituted reforms to become a constitutional
monarchy and amended its constitution in
2002. This change has allowed Bahrain
to continue with political and democratic
reforms, with positive developments within
laws and constitutional institutions.5

• From 1994 to 1997, around the time of
Habitat II, there was episodic civil unrest
following economic decline and demands for
greater political rights for the mainly Shiite
population after the Gulf war.

Egypt is one of the worst performers of
the region, declining -4.29 points, from
a score of 64.26 in 1996 to a latest year
HCI of 59.98. The disappointing lack of
achievement is due to poor performance

Sustainability
As a region, the Middle East and North
Africa had no change on the Sustainability
dimension of the HCI (-0.05). Within the
Sustainability dimension, Environmental
Risk Exposure declined by -0.60, while
Renewable Electricity Production increased
by 2.06. Though average changes in the
Sustainability dimension were unremarkable,
which is perhaps unsurprising given the

4.84

2.53

3.14

Gender

4.76

5.62

2.24
3.88

1.56
-0.05

Composite
HCI

CHANGE BY DIMENSION &
INDICATOR

HCI Change by Dimension in Middle East & North Africa

-11.57
-8.40
Institutional
Capacity

• Uncertain political, security, and policy
environments have caused economic
growth to slow significantly, hurting tourism,
manufacturing, and other sectors while
increasing the unemployment rate.

• Only five countries in the region had data
available for the Renewable Electricity
Production indicator. However, Morocco,
which does not have significant petroleum
resources and has faced political unrest as
a result of fuel prices, had an increase of
5.9 points on the HCI Renewable
Electricity
Middle East and North Africa
Production indicator, rising to 7.5.

Sustainability

• Inspired by the 2010 Tunisian revolution,
countrywide demonstrations and labor
strikes led to the ouster of Hosni Mubarak.
In 2012, Mohammed Morsi won the
presidential election, but was removed from
power by a military intervention in July 2013.

• However, the highest final HCI scores for
Environmental Risk Reduction were Malta
and Tunisia, with end HCI of 69.6 and 65.6,
respectively.

Employment

• A rapidly growing population and a limited
amount of arable land have strained the
country’s resources and economy.

Macrotrends, “Crude Oil Prices – 70 Year Historical Chart,” Macrotrends,
July 8, 2016, accessed July 8, 2016. http://www.macrotrends.net/1369/
crude-oil-price-history-chart
2
Wam, “UAE ranks among most developed countries,”Emirates
24/7, December 6, 2014, accessed July 8, 2016. http://www.
emirates247.com/news/emirates/uae-ranks-among-most-developedcountries-2014-12-06-1.572337
3
Ibid.
4
Ibid.
5
Ministry of Information Affairs of the Kingdom of Bahrain. “History,” last
modified February 9, 2014. http://www.mia.gov.bh/en/Kingdom-of-Bahrain/
Pages/History.aspx
1

• Egypt made significant progress on
Environmental Risk Reduction, increasing its
HCI score from 45.5 to 57.7.

Poverty

Interesting factors during the period include:

region’s relative abundance of fossil fuels,
there were standouts among individual
countries:

Residential
Infrastructure

in the Institutional Capacity (-21.11) and
Gender (-11.62) dimensions. Despite these
negative results, Egypt performed well in
the Sustainability dimension, in which the
country increased its HCI by 6.82 points—
far above the regional average.
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South Asia

Ganghes River, India
© Silvana Barboni

OVERVIEW
During the period between 1996 and the
present, the HCI of South Asian countries
increased by 1.26 on average. The HCI
analysis included six countries in the region:
Nepal, Bhutan, Pakistan, India, Bangladesh
and Sri Lanka. The best performers were
Pakistan (+2) and Nepal (+2), while the
worst performers were Bangladesh (-2) and
Sri Lanka (-3.8). Overall the region had the
biggest improvements in the dimensions of
Gender (+5.98) and Poverty (+4.85); and
performed poorly in Employment (-5.63)
and Institutional Capacity (-13.16). Among
individual indicators, the region had very
large improvements in Urban Poverty
Headcount (+12.27) as well as Female
Tertiary Enrollment (+18.47).

Employment (-23) and Institutional Capacity
(-21.85) dimensions. It received the worst
scores in Quality of Government (-39)
and Non-Vulnerable Employment (-23).
Compared to other countries in the region,
Sri Lanka has had lower urbanization rates.
The total urban population has grown only
12% compared to Bangladesh at 105%.
The scores could also be a result of a
rapidly increasing GDP per capita. Country
level data show that the GDP per capita
has increased by more than 100% to
approximately $10,000.

strong private consumption and investment.
• Despite its low HCI scores, Sri Lanka has
outperformed other South Asian countries
in accomplishing the MDG target of halving
extreme poverty by 2015.1

• The end of civil conflict in May 2009 saw
GDP annual growth rise to around 8 percent,
reflecting a “peace dividend” underpinned by

Nepal’s HCI has score increased by 3.5
points since 1996. This was brought about
by improvements in the Sustainability and
Poverty dimensions. More specifically,
improvements in the indicators
Environmental Risk Reduction and Female
Tertiary Enrollment were drivers of the
overall increase in the country’s HCI score.
Nepal has made these improvements with
little increase in GDP per capita, improving
only slightly from $1,400 to $2,200. More

HCI Change by Indicator 1996-2014 in South Asia
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ACCESS TO SAFE WATER
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NOTABLE COUNTRIES
Sri Lanka is the only country with a
moderate decrease in HCI (-3.8) for South
Asia. Sri Lanka’s relatively poor performance
was brought about by declining figures in

strikingly, the urban population in Nepal has
increased by more than 100%. It should be
noted, however, that the data do not reflect
the devastation resulting from last year’s 7.8
magnitude earthquake.

HCI Change in South Asia

CHANGE BY DIMENSION &
INDICATOR

• The share of women in primary and
secondary education are more or less equal.
There has also been a subsequent rise in
women in tertiary education in the last two
decades. However, the numbers do not
seem to reflect the participation of women
in the labor force. The Atlantic reports that

40
SRI LANKA

• Gender inequality has consistently been
on the agenda for the government of India.
However, traditional patriarchal norms
continue to dominate society, where women
are relegated to secondary status in the
household and workplace.3

BANGLADESH

• The country has to balance providing for
more than 300 million people who lack
access to adequate electricity while also
reducing its reliance on coal.5

INDIA

• Six of India’s largest cities have at least
5 million people living in them. The largest
of which is Mumbai with over 15 million
people.2

NEPAL

women represent only a quarter of the 400
million person labor force of the country.4

PAKISTAN

India, with a population of over one billion
people, has had virtually no change in the
last 20 years in the HCI score. Overall
the country’s HCI has changed by only
-0.41. Among the dimensions, the country
has improved in the Gender (+6.3) and
Poverty (+15) dimensions. However, it
received negative scores in Institutional
Capacity (-19) and Infrastructure (-3.8). It
is interesting to note that the country had
minimal increases in the Sustainability (+2)
dimension despite plans to implement solar
energy projects.

BHUTAN

60

Positive HCI Change
Negative HCI Change
Base Line HCI
Latest Year HCI

Poverty
• There was an overall improvement for
South Asia in the Poverty dimension, with
the average country score increasing by 5
points.
• Sri Lanka, Bangladesh and India had
moderate increases in the indicator of Urban
Poverty Headcount. While the rest of the
countries—Pakistan, Nepal and Bhutan—
reported progress in the Infant Mortality
indicator.

20

-10

• Bangladesh had the highest improvement
in this dimension with a 9.4 point
increase. The country showed remarkable
improvements in Urban Poverty Headcount
and Infant Mortality rates.
Employment
• Pakistan and Sri Lanka scored the lowest
for the region in the Employment dimension.
Comparable data for the region are only
available for the indicator Non-vulnerable
Employment, where all countries performed
poorly.
• Sri Lanka’s Employment HCI score
showed a negative change. The country
only has information for the Non-Vulnerable
Employment indicator, which dropped by -22
points since 1996. Employment continues
to be highly segregated by gender, class,
and race. The drop in score can also be
attributed to the 2008 recession, which
disproportionately hit the construction and
The Habitat Commitment Project
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South Asia

export sector.

Sustainability

Poverty
7.29

4.23

-0.43

-10.66
Employment

Residential
Infrastructure

2.53
-0.28

-11.57
-18.70
Institutional
Capacity

Sustainability
• The best performer in this dimension is
Pakistan with a score increase of 19.27.
However, the score came from just one
indicator, Environmental Risk Exposure.

11.73

Composite
HCI

• Overall data collection on employment
figures for the region was poor. Pakistan
was the only country to have data available
for the two indicators in the dimension. India,
Bangladesh and Sri Lanka were the only
other countries in the region to have data
available in the Non-Vulnerable Employment
indicator.

Gender

HCI Change by Dimension in South Asia

• Bangladesh had the largest decrease of
16 points in the dimension.
Gender 6, 7
• Overall, there was a moderate increase
in performance for the entire region for this
dimension.
• Nepal (+20), Bhutan (+16) and India (+15)
had high increases. This can be attributed
to large increases in the Female Tertiary
Enrollment indicator, where all countries
in the region improved in in the last two
decades.
• However, Nepal (+20) had the greatest
HCI increase. The government of Nepal
has been committed to addressing gender
discrimination by implementing five year
plans focused first on a welfare approach
and then slowly transitioning into gender
equality and women’s empowerment.
30
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However, the scores are yet to encompass
the disparities between women’s access to
fixed assets, property and credit which are
still very limited, and wage structures still
discriminate against women.
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Cape Town, South Africa
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OVERVIEW
Since Habitat II, Sub-Saharan Africa’s HCI
improved by only 1.5 points—essentially
unchanged. The best performers were
Burundi, Malawi, Guinea-Bissau and Gabon,
while the worst performers were Equatorial
Guinea, Nigeria, and Liberia. On average,
the urban population in the region grew by
62%. Despite the low average performance
for the region, several countries made
considerable progress, with 16 Sub-Saharan
African nations ranking among the top 50
countries for overall HCI improvement.

members and the media.1
Malawi’s biggest improvements came from
the Poverty and Sustainability dimensions.
Malawi’s urban population has increased by
100 percent while the country’s per capita
income has increased by approximately
$100.

• Despite HCI improvement in the
Institutional Capacity dimension, Burundi still
has far to go in improving its governance.
The political scene is now characterized
by an authoritarian government, as well as
harassment and intimidation by security
apparatus of the state against opposition

• Malawi was one of the countries most
affected by the HIV-AIDS epidemic in
the 1990s. A national AIDS commission
was set up by President Muluzi in 2004,
providing free antiviral therapy treatments
to the public. Life expectancy has gone up
in response (from 38 to approximately 55
years).
• The government of Malawi partnered

HCI Change by Indicator 1996-2014 in Sub-Saharan Africa
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Among the HCI dimensions, the biggest
improvements in the region were in Gender,
Sustainability, and Poverty, while scores in
the Institutional Capacity and Employment
dimensions declined. For individual
indicators, Female Tertiary Enrollment,
Urban Poverty Headcount, and Renewable
Electricity Production saw the largest
increases.

NOTABLE COUNTRIES
Burundi experienced the highest changes
in HCI in the Institutional Capacity
dimension.The urban population of Burundi
has grown by 174% since 1996. However,
Burundi is one of the few nations whose
per capita income has declined in the
last two decades, from $753 in 1996 to
$733 in 2014. Burundi made significant
improvements in Institutional Capacity (+53)
and Gender (+17).
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HCI Change in Sub-Saharan Africa
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Residential Infrastructure
Botswana, with an increase of 20.79, made
the largest improvement in the Infrastructure
dimension. Among the individual indicators,
the highest changes came from Piped Water
on Premises and Access to Electricity.
UNICEF reports that Botswana is one of
five countries in the region that is on track
to meet the MDG targets for reducing the
proportion of the population without access
to safe water.3
Liberia had the largest decrease in the
Infrastructure dimension, falling by almost
Findings - By Region
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BURUNDI

with UNPEI to raise
awareness on the
poverty-environment
linkages. After the
release of the Malawi
State of Environment
Outlook Report in
2010, there has been
increased efforts to
increase sustainable,
environment and natural
resource funding. The
president has since
launched an initiative to
stop the use of charcoal
for cooking. The initiative
is called the National
Cookstove initiative,
targeting more than 2
million households.2

-20

27 points. The country is ranked lowest
in Access to Sanitation, Piped Water on
Premises, and Access to Safe Water, but it
is the top performer for Access to Electricity.
• Electricity is said to be the single largest
component of operational expenses in
Liberia for large concessions, industries and
businesses.
• In 2004, it was estimated that the water
production rate in Monrovia was only 10
percent of the water production rate in 1990.
Further, USAID reports that water supply
and sanitation have seriously deteriorated
because of 14 years of civil war.

• The country is facing rapid population
growth in its cities, particularly in the capital
city of Monrovia, with a growth rate of 121
percent since 1996. Cities served as places
of refuge for people from the rural areas
and small towns who had to abandon their
homes. The unrest caused the water supply
rate to drop significantly in Monrovia.
• In 2004, it was estimated that the water
production rate in Monrovia was only 10
percent of the water production rate in
1990.4
Urban Poverty
Niger performed the best in this

• A new public-private partnership aims to
put 34 new wind farms into operation in the

• Ethiopia’s electricity production from
renewable sources as a percentage of total
production has dropped significantly despite
some efforts to invest in renewable sources
of energy. The country has made it clear in
the Growth and Transformation Plan that
renewable energy will be a key economic
driver of the country. however, inadequate
infrastructure to transfer power means that
the increase energy supply is not utilized
efficiently.9
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Composite
HCI

• Today Kenya has the largest renewable
energy sector in Africa. The country’s
primary source of electricity comes from
hydroelectric generation, which is excluded
in the data source.

Sub-Saharan
Africa by Dimension in
HCI Change
Sub-Saharan Africa

Institutional
Capacity

In the Sustainability dimension, Kenya had
the second highest score in the region. The
country’s total electricity production from
renewable sources went up from 12 percent
in 1996 to 23 percent in 2012, with just a 20
percent increase in GDP per capita.

land degradation, exposing bare soil to
erosive rainfall.8

• Seventy-seven percent of the country’s
population lack access to electricity. This
means a heavy reliance on fuelwood and
charcoal, which brings about widespread

Sustainability

Sustainability
The average HCI change for the region is
3.7. The top performers are Malawi (+28),
Kenya (+26), and Zimbabwe (+24). While
the worst performers were Rwanda (-43),
Liberia (-42) and Ethiopia (-27). Thirty of the
42 countries improved in the dimension.

Ethiopia’s score decreased by 27 points in
the Sustainability dimension. Though income
has nearly doubled since 1996, the raw
indicators for the Sustainability dimension
have decreased over time.

Employment

• Niger is still considered one of the poorest
countries in the world today. It was ranked
last out of 188 countries in the 2015 HDI.

• Nevertheless, less than 20 percent of the
total population has access to electricity.
Demand is growing fast but provision is
slowed by inefficiencies, theft, undiversified
sources and the high cost of infrastructure
development.7

Poverty

• A government policy that has excluded
mothers and children under five from health
user fees may have contributed to the
success.5

coming years. Kenya has a high potential for
wind energy production as the country has
average wind speeds of 3-10 m/s.6

Residential
Infrastructure

dimension. The country reported significant
improvements in the Infant Mortality rates,
with an HCI increase of 27 points for the
indicator. Per capita income has increased
by 10 percent ($894) and the urban
population has increased by 132 percent.
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FINDINGS - GENDER
Gender and the Habitat
Commitment Index (HCI)
Caroline Moser, Lena Simet, Melissa
De La Cruz, Young Hyun Kim and
Justin Roberts

Guatemala
© John Sapida

BACKGROUND CONTEXT
At the 1996 Habitat II Conference, countries
committed themselves to “the goal of
gender equality in human settlements
development”.1 To achieve this goal a
number of fundamental commitments
were made, such as ‘integrating gender
perspectives in human settlements related
legislation, policies, programmes and
projects through the application of gendersensitive analysis; collecting, analyzing
and disseminating gender-disaggregated
data and information on human settlements
issues, and “formulating and strengthening
policies and practices to promote the full
and equal participation of women in human
settlements planning and decision-making”.2
How far have countries advanced in
achieving such ambitious commitments? To
measure progress made in achieving greater
gender equality, the New School study
sought to analyze the urban performance
relative to a country’s GDP per capita on a
number of gender specific indicators relating
to employment, government, poverty, land
34
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ownership, health, and education.
MAIN FINDINGS
The regression analysis revealed, counter
intuitively, that there was limited statistical
relationship between gender specific
indicators and GDP performance. The most
important results were the following:
• Only three out of the 46 indicators that
were analyzed fulfilled HCI requirements
and showed a significant relationship to
GDP per capita. The three indicators were:
1. Share of women in employment in the
non-agricultural sector (% of total
non-agricultural employment)
2. Lifetime Risk of Maternal
Mortality
3. Tertiary Education
• Only 95 of the 183 analyzed countries
reported data on all three indicators.
• A composite HCI score of the three
indicators revealed increased performances
in 84% of the 95 countries. Countries that
made the largest improvements since
Habitat II in the three HCI gender indicators
are Turkey, Yemen, Greece, Iceland, and
Mongolia. Countries that performed worse
in recent years than in 1996 are Israel,
Georgia, Morocco, Egypt, and Panama.
• Globally, among the three indicators, the
HCI of tertiary education improved the most
significantly with an increase of 22 points
since Habitat II. The HCI of no lifetime risk
of maternal death increased by 4.1 points,
the HCI of non-agricultural employment
increased by 1.33 points.
The regression analysis is visually

presented in Figure 1. The graph on the left
side shows no correlation between GDP
per capita and female unemployment with
secondary education; the graph on the right
shows a strong correlation between GDP
per capita and the inverse of the indicator
maternal death.
FINDINGS FROM HCI INDICATORS
Employment
The HCI of the indicator ‘Share of women in
employment in the non-agricultural sector’
(% of total nonagricultural employment)
shows significant changes since Habitat II.
Among the 120 countries observed, Yemen
shows the greatest increase of the HCI with
64 points. HCI scores of Turkey, Cambodia,
Lesotho, and Zambia have also increased
significantly by around 25 points. At the
other end of the spectrum are Israel, the
Dominican Republic, Morocco, and Ethiopia,
who experienced decreasing HCI scores
by more than 50 points. Among the top
performers in recent years (countries with
HCI scores larger than 98) are Argentina,
Lesotho, Puerto Rico, and Germany.
Countries that scored lowest in most recent
years are Pakistan, Bhutan, Tanzania,
Zimbabwe, and Madagascar.
Health
Since 1996 Habitat II, the ‘Lifetime risk of
maternal mortality’ indicator has been widely
and consistently reported, with a total of
184 nations collecting data on maternal
mortality, and a total of 3661 observations.
Low-income countries have higher overall
reporting with all nations reporting statistics
at least once between 1996 and 2015.

FINDINGS FROM NON-HCI
INDICATORS
Given that only three out of the 46 indicators
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Education
Data on the ‘Gross enrollment in tertiary
education, % female’ indicator has also been
collected consistently since Habitat II with
183 countries reporting 2075 observations
since 1996. In recent years, Europe scored
highest of all regions; Sub Saharan Africa
scored lowest. Among low-income countries
Indonesia is the highest performer with
an HCI of 33, Chad the lowest with an
HCI of 0.6. Changes since Habitat II are
remarkable; Albania increased its HCI for
tertiary enrollment by 75 points, Iceland by
65 points, and Chile by 56 points. Some
countries, however, experienced lower
performances; Georgia decreased its HCI
by 38 points, Panama by 12 points, and
the Philippines by about 2 points. Overall,
only 10 countries showed decreasing HCI
scores in tertiary education. Top performing
countries in most recent years were the
United States of America, Ukraine, Australia,
Finland, and Greece.

Figure 1. Female Unemployment with
Secondary Education (left) and Lifetime Risk
of Maternal Death (right) correlated with GDP
per capita

Reverse maternal death

Ultimately it is the inverse of the indicator,
namely ‘No risk of maternal mortality’ that
is considered desirable. The global average
performance for ‘No Risk’ is relatively high,
with an HCI of 84. Ranking lowest are the
Sub-Saharan African countries; Europe
and Central Asia rank highest. Among lowincome countries, Sierra Leone ranks lowest
with an HCI of 83, Burkina Faso, although a
low-income country, has one of the highest
HCI scores with 98.
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listed in Annex 1 showed a relationship
with GDP per capita, it can be assumed
that there are factors other than GDP per
capita that affect gender equality. This
section provides insights into three further
key indicators that while not showing
a relationship with GDP per capita,

nevertheless are important given their
relevance to the Habitat II commitments.
Representation in government and
leading positions
The importance of the indicator ‘Proportion
of seats held by women in national
parliaments’ is widely recognized, with
approximately 185 countries collecting
data since 1990. Although the indicator
shows significant improvements since 1996,
overall findings are disappointing. Globally,
across all GDP per capita categories,
women occupy less than 15% of seats in
parliament in the majority of countries. The
country that reported the most seats was
Rwanda in 2014 with 64%, closely followed
by Bolivia, Cuba, Sweden, and Senegal. At
the other end, the Middle East did not report
a single female legislator since Habitat II.
The second indicator in this commitment
category is ‘Female legislators, senior
officials, and managers’. A total of 118
countries reported data on this indicator
between 1990 and 2015, with middle and
high-income countries collecting more
data than lower income countries. The
global average at 29% is low, with most
observations ranging between 11 and 50%.
Hungary reported the highest number in
1996 (64%).
Urban land / housing ownership
Embedded in the Habitat II Declaration is
the development of human settlements,
housing, and access to land. This means
that the most important gender indicator
for the Habitat Agenda undoubtedly is
‘Urban land ownership’, which refers to
The Habitat Commitment Project
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female housing ownership, either jointly
or singly. Despite the commitment to
gender disaggregated data, few countries
have collected data on this indicator since
Habitat II, with a total of 42 observations
recorded, mostly in African countries. This
may be a consequence of the fact that
his is a relatively ‘new’ or ‘young’ indicator
with countries reporting on it for the first
time in 2010. Results are shockingly low;
as depicted in Figure 2, the majority of the
countries reported female land ownership
rates of less than 10%. Cameroon reported
the highest achievements with 25.8% in
2011; Jordan reported a 0% land or housing
ownership by women.
Female household headship
Although countries started to collect data
on ‘Female household headship’ in 1996,
since then only 192 observations have
been recorded, mostly in lower middleincome countries. The global average for
this indicator is 24%; the maximum point
reached over the twenty-year period is 49%.
The fact that the majority of countries that
have reported high rates of female headship
are post crisis / post conflict countries,
may bias conclusions from this indicator. In
2011, women headed 44.6% of households
in Zimbabwe, 40.6% in Haiti (2012), 40%
in the Dominican Republic (2013), 34% in
Colombia (2010), and 28.1% in Honduras
(2012). The assumption that a high rate of
female headship is positive and desirable
may therefore not hold true for lower-income
and post conflict countries where headship
in single female headed households can
indicate high levels of poverty.3,4
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PRELIMINARY CONCLUSIONS
This New School study has found that
indicators of improvements in gender
equality only depend to a limited extent on a
country’s GDP capacity. Performance since
Habitat II is mixed; while some countries
show significant progress, others have
performed worse in recent years than was
the case in 1996. The composite gender
HCI suggests that Turkey made the greatest
improvements in the three HCI indicators
relative to its capacity, followed by Yemen,
Greece, Iceland, and Mongolia. Since
Habitat II, Turkey’s composite gender HCI
increased from 44 to 75 points, an increase
of about 31 points. Turkey’s improvement
can largely be attributed to increases in the
gender education HCI, which increased
by 53 points. Turkey’s gender employment
HCI improved significantly too, by about 36
points, while its gender health HCI increased
only slightly, by 3.3 points.
Egypt, Georgia, Morocco, and Egypt on the
other hand performed significantly worse
in all three gender HCI indicators recent
years than in 1996, with a decreasing HCI
score by more than 12 points. Israel had the
largest drop by about 20 points, decreasing
from 82 points in 1996 to 62 points in 2013.
Israel’s decrease can largely be attributed to
its drastic drop in the HCI of female nonagricultural employment (-79 points); the
HCI of lifetime risk of maternal risk remained
unchanged (0.17), the gender education HCI
even increased (21 points).
Considering the poor performance of
countries in female land ownership and

Figure 2. Female urban land ownership,
jointly or alone (in percentage of total land
ownership)
25.8% CAMEROON
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ZIMBABWE
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representation in governments and
legislative positions, the New Urban Agenda
should pay particular attention to the lack
of gender disaggregated urban data in
these areas, and facilitate the collection and
analysis of such data.
United Nations, “Report of the United Nations Conference on Human
Settlements (HABITAT II),” UN Habitat, 1996, p. 28
2
Ibid., p. 29
3
Kimenyi, Mwangi S., and Mbaku John Mukum. “Female Headship,
Feminization of Poverty and Welfare.” Southern Economic Journal 62, no.
1 (1995): 44-52.
4
Chant, Sylvia H. (2003). Female household headship and the
feminisation of poverty: facts, fictions and forward strategies [Online],
January 2006. Accessed July 8, 2016. http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/
archive/00000574
1

QUALITATIVE
SUMMARIES
From Habitat II to Habitat
III: An assessment of
fulfilled commitments
The Global Urban Futures Project
recognizes that the Habitat Commitment
Index, or any quantitative assessment,
cannot alone fully capture the nuances
and complexity of the the political and
social environment in which the changes
of the past two decades have occurred.
Rather than reducing the experiences
of uncountable urban lives to numeric
indicators, the GUFP intends for the HCI
assessment to be understood in conjunction
with the richness and depth of qualitative
analysis. The following are summaries of six
qualitative assessments of Latin American
countries coordinated by the Observatory
on Latin America (OLA) at The New School.
These summaries are only brief overviews of
much more extensive research. For the full
papers along with citations, please visit the
website: http://www.observatorylatinamerica.
org/.

Ethiopia
© Sneha George

ARGENTINA

Andrea Catenazzi and Eduardo Reese
In the time between Habitat II and Habitat
III, although there have been breaks and
continuities in social and urban processes,
there has been a consistent, conservative
approach shaping housing and urban
policies. The extent and persistence of
the housing deficit has been traditionally
explained as an issue of poverty,1 not only
in Argentina, but generally for all of Latin
America. However, explaining the housing
problem only as one caused by poverty
ignores other factors linked to real estate
market dynamics and the role of the state,
which together contribute to the persistence
of spatial exclusion and inequality.
The exclusionary practices that characterize
urban production and the government’s
complicity through a lack of regulation of
such practices constitute two of the main

causes behind the continued existence of
high levels of inequality and informality in
the country, independent from employment
growth rates or the promotion of a more
dynamic economy by the government.
Informal settlements have become the only
refuge for thousands of households who
must trade their basic rights to meet material
needs. In this sense, informality and social
and territorial inequality are a double trap
whose roots are found in the structural
causes of the human development issues in
the country.
Access to adequate housing is a human
right widely acknowledged at a national
and municipal level in Argentina. However,
the degree of housing services provided by
homes are highly related to the particular
socio-spatial characteristics of the area
where they are located. There is a broad
consensus that urban land, and urban land
markets, are a key to explaining the causes
The Habitat Commitment Project
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of housing informality. Urban land market
dynamics have produced cities that are
economically unequal, socially exclusive,
spatially segregated and environmentally
unsustainable.

resulted in a significant increase in the
value of land, appreciating in value at a
rate outpacing other commodities and the
average income. Because of this, in the
past twenty years, access to land ownership
and housing through the formal market has
become increasingly restrictive for low and
middle-income households.

The real estate market in Argentina has
become the most profitable niche for
financial speculation. This speculation has
ARGENTINA

Argentina: HCI Performance (latest year)
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Regarding a centralized management model
for housing policy, it is important to consider
that housing policy in Argentina – as in
the rest of Latin America– is historically
restricted to the provision of shelter without
further considerations concerning the
supply of services, urban planning and
environmental policies. As a result, for the
past twenty years, housing policies aimed
at low-income populations have centered2
around two lines of action: subsidizing the
mass construction of housing complexes
and slum upgrading and regularization.
Following this scheme, housing policy in
Argentina has followed a simple division
of labor: the private sector serves market
demands, while the state, through various
public programs, deals with the population
who cannot buy land or build houses near
the urban centers due to scarce resources.
The period that we analyze shows
that even though there was a mass
development of residential complexes and
slum regularization programs increased,
the housing deficit did not improve, and
environmental issues in many cities
worsened. Nonetheless, the supportive
framework includes management tools and
strategies for intervention in real estate
markets that have the potential for social
redistribution, as they provide the capacity
for the state to regulate the urban land
and market mechanisms that perpetuate
inequalities.
However, the current political situation
in Argentina is a darker scenario. Public
policies and programs are clearly being

aligned with the interests of the politically
and economically powerful, without further
consideration of institutional, social and
environmental aspects.
The reduction of public policy to the
application of market criteria in the past six
months presents a new political scenario
in which profit-seeking is put before the
well-being of the population, to the detriment
of the participatory rights of civil society. In
this sense, significant contradictions arise
between the current government’s attitudes
towards urban and housing policies and
any international agenda or objective aimed
at achieving equality and sustainability,
like the ones resulting from the Habitat
II and Habitat III agendas, as well as the
Sustainable Development Goals for 2030.

This is explained through the variables of informality, labor
precariousness, low wages and a weak social capital among the poor
share of the population.
1

In a similar way to the entire Latin American region, regardless the
particularities of every country.
2

BRAZIL

Edesio Fernandes
Unlike other parts of the developing world,
the urbanization process in Latin America,
and in Bra-zil, was long consolidated by
the time Habitat II took place in 1996.
Additionally, there is a strong tradition
of urban research in the region, and
relatively reliable data on all sorts of

urbanization-related aspects have been
systematically produced and revisited by
several governmental, aca-demic, and nongovernmental agencies and institutions in
most countries. In particular, a wide range
of urban indicators has been provided and
updated by regular national censuses.
The lack of proper governmental action,
though, and especially the lack of urban
policy, planning, and fi-nancial resources for
investment in urban areas, has long been
considered to be one of the main reasons
for the enormous stock of urban, social, and
environmental problems existing in Latin
American cities.
However, perhaps more so than in
other Latin American countries with the
possible exception of Colombia, in Brazil
the last two decades following Habitat II
were marked by a number of signifi-cant
attempts at the federal and municipal
levels to address the urban, social, and
environmental problems derived from rapid
urbanization and inadequate governmental
action. Directly or indi-rectly, totally or
partly, deliberately or coincidentally, such
attempts were in keeping with most Habitat
II directives. Very significant progress has
been made towards the creation of a legal
framework to govern urban development
processes nationally, especially with the
enactment of the 2001 City Statute and the
installation, in 2003, of both the Ministry of
Cities and the National Council of Cities.
Throughout the post-Habitat II 1996-2016
period, several efforts were made at the
federal level to achieve a balance, albeit
an elusive one, among institutional reform,

legal change, and governmental action.
Enormous financial investments were
made by the federal government in urban
areas through a number of groundbreaking
national programs. It is im-portant to stress
that all such governmental efforts were
always fueled by several, very dynam-ic,
sociopolitical mobilization processes taking
place all over the country.
However, the promising progress has been
undermined by the tensions in the country’s
politico-institutional system, renewed
disputes within civil society, as well as
the ongoing political crisis motivated by
the orchestrated claim for the President’s
impeachment. Also, from the perspective
of the urban reform agenda, the last 15
years or so have been particularly more
difficult, and there has been a gradual,
notable backlash at all governmental levels
insofar as the articulated processes of
urban development, policy, planning, and
management are concerned.
I would argue that the enormous public
investment in cities made by the Brazilian
government especially since 2003 – said to
be the largest in the history of Latin America
– has been signifi-cantly jeopardized,
if not partly wasted, by the lack of a
clearly defined and integrated conceptual
framework, and corresponding institutional
context, governing the overall treatment
of the “urban question” in the country. It is
fair to say that the nature of governmental
action at all levels throughout most of this
post-Habitat II period worsened the pattern
of urbanization in the country even further,
The Habitat Commitment Project
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that is: a perverse pattern of combined
sociospatial segregation, environmental
degradation, economic inefficiency, fiscal
crisis, administrative irrationality, social
insecurity, as well as rampant land and
housing informality. As a conclusion, it will
be argued that, if the post-Habitat II period
has been marked by many ups and downs in
Brazil, advances and backlashes, euphoria
BRAZIL

and depression, the current mood is one of
uncertainty. Ultimately, the future of cities
– social justice or big business, collective
creations of commodities – will depend on
Brazilian peo-ple’s capacity to redefine and
expand sociopolitical mobilization so as to
influence the decision-making processes at
all governmental levels.

Brazil: HCI Performance (latest year)
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CHILE

Alfredo Rodríguez and Paula
Rodríguez
Between Habitat II and Habitat III, Chile has
tripled its per capita income, levels of urban
and rural poverty have decreased, more
than a 1.5 million units of social housing
have been developed, and the provision of
urban services and infrastructure (potable
water, sewage, electric power) has grown
to cover almost the entire of the country.
However, the Habitat II commitments, such
as the development of adequate housing,
sustainable human settlements, and gender
equity, have not been fulfilled.
This is partially explained by the fact
that the commitments endorsed during
the Second United Nations Conference
on Human Settlements were based on
a set of universal rights and goals and
did not address pre-existing plans of
action and specific mechanisms at a
country-level. Some of these existing
mechanisms –in which such universal rights
are underpinned– were the coordination
between the public and private sectors,
the strengthening of markets, financing of
housing and urban infrastructure, and the
focus of public policy. What has instead
happened is that the instruments mentioned
above strengthened an urbanization process
that is not sustainable in social, economic
and environmental terms.
Urban poverty eradication and higher levels
of income per capita have occurred in a

context where income is concentrated in a
high and middle-income areas, extension
are exhausted in a particular area, such
small portion of the population. Today, 1% of
strategies towards lower-density areas
activities will continue spreading to new
the higher-income population participates in
connected by highways designed for
areas in search for new profit. We live
30.5% of the income generation activities in
high and middle-income populations, and
in an era of mercantilization and the
the country. As a result, the debate should
pushing lower-class populations towards the
financialization of housing and the city. The
focus on the following aspects: unequal
peripheries of cities.
spatial consequences of such processes are
distribution of income, which requires the
a stronger concentration of infrastructure
development of new indicators as the
As construction activities spread throughout
development in areas where higher-class
current ones do not provide the capacity
cities and the possibilities for business
people reside, offering better incentives for
CHILE
to measure the inequality gap; and the
feminization of poverty, as the poorest
Chile: HCI Performance (latest year)
households are still those headed by single
mothers.
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The period between Habitat II and Habitat
III marked the rise and decline of a social
housing development policy in Chile. At
the beginning of the nineties, in reports
published by the government before Habitat
II, the country reported a deficit of 970,467
residential units, equivalent to 29.5% of
all homes in the country. The most recent
official report, called “Chile to Habitat III”,
states that currently the housing deficit is at
1,707,237 units, which corresponds to 34%
of all homes.
The dwelling units and subsidized housing
complexes developed in the period above
are the result of the collaboration between
the public and private sectors. During these
past twenty years, the private initiative
consolidated a strong construction and
real-estate sector that has almost entirely
excluded the public sector from participating
in urban development. This is framed in
a process of city expansion driven by the
market and changes in property values.
Some of these changes are changes in
zoning ordinance and densification of
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the construction sector—a self-reinforcing
tendency, as other high-income households
seeking to raise their living standards will
demand housing and services in these
areas.

sustainability and environmental
management; housing and urban
infrastructure; productivity and urban
economy; urban poverty, intra-urban
inequality and social exclusion; and finally,
urban form.

COLOMBIA

Jorge Enrique Torres
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Starting in 2006, the government has
acknowledged some of the problems related
to housing, developing larger and betterquality social housing by starting a program
for social improvement that currently covers
500 neighborhoods, and tearing down entire
housing complexes that were built in the
1990’s to build better ones. Despite these
advances concerning housing issues, the
critique of the prevailing model in Chile has
grown in the past five years, influenced by
the failure of the educational and energy
models.
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This qualitative evaluation of Colombia’s
progress towards meeting the commitments
In the 2000’s, the effectiveness of urban
of Habitat II focuses on six main topics:
policies started to be questioned. The
Around 76% of Colombia’s population
national urban policy and governance;
critique of the model of subsidized housing,
of 47.8 million people are based in the
COLOMBIA
dating from the 1980’s, gained public
attention. Civic protests, particularly from
Colombia: HCI Performance (latest year)
mortgage holders, were evidence that public
programs for low-income and subsidized
RE
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housing had created a new problem: los
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without roofs, or homeless) . This meant
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M
that housing issues, not only those of the
homeless, were emerging due to diverse
housing stresses faced by the people living
in the dwelling units developed under public
programs. These stresses included the lack
of protection against eviction, accessibility
and affordability issues, adequate size of
units, and location, to mention a few.

municipal centers that make up the urban
perimeters of various municipalities. The
urbanization process in Colombia has been
significantly affected by forced displacement
of population from rural areas into cities, as
a result of the internal armed conflict that
has been going on for fifty years.
The public institutions and broad normative
framework Colombia has developed to
support urban policy processes are a model
for the region. In particular, the territorial
development plans for the municipalities
and departments, and urban management
instruments receive particular attention.
This normative framework is mediated by a
consultation system that includes multiple
stakeholders. Nonetheless, this system has
not encouraged effective civil participation
and involvement in urban policy planning.
Instead, most participation is from the
private sector, institutional experts, and, to a
lesser extent, academics.
An important aspect to consider is the high
level of dependency of urban policy on the
economic objectives present in the national
development plan. One could say that urban
policy is conceived based on the potential
benefits to the construction industry and
housing sector, given their contributions to
GDP and employment generation. What this
means is that even though the formulation
of the urban policy is comprehensive,
its implementation is limited to housing
programs and, in particular, new housing.
Although residential needs are diverse
and complex, housing policy is focused on

one program and two management tools:
the construction of new houses, mortgage
loans, and promoting household savings,
showing how the management of the sector
is shaped by market dynamics. This model
is known by its Spanish acronym ABC
(meaning Savings, Bonds, and Credit).
Home ownership is privileged over other
forms of residential occupation like rental
properties, and community-based models of
housing production and organization such
as cooperatives and self-management have
been ignored.
While economic growth in the past
decade has contributed to a reduction of
unemployment, which dropped to single
digits in 2014 and is currently at 10%, 50%
of employment is generated by informal
activities. The economic performance has
been characterized by deindustrialization,
stagnation of the agricultural sector,
and a growth of the service and mining
industries—the latter representing a
significant environmental risk and the
potential for conflict among communities.
Regarding urban form in Colombian cities,
modern high-density cities coexist with poor
and informal cities of lower density. The
latter are, however, becoming denser as a
result of the progressive development of
housing infrastructure that was originally
focused on single-family homes. The
market, more than zoning regulations, is
what determines the guidelines for urban
growth, with a problematic aspect evident in
an unregulated process of suburbanization.

In Colombia, the government’s fulfillment
of the Habitat II commitments has been
incomplete, as the report concludes. The
most relevant outstanding commitments
are related, among other issues, to the
reformulation of the concept of adequate
housing in housing policies, as well as
prioritizing sustainable development
principles and climate change in the urban
policy arena. Similarly, public policies
should be focused on overcoming spatial
segregation, poverty, inequality, social
exclusion and promoting competitive cities
and regions.

ECUADOR

Fernando Carrión and Alexa Velasco
During the period between Habitat II and
Habitat III, Ecuador has experienced three
essential moments that have shaped our
current context:
a. The economic crisis at the beginning
of the twenty-first century that resulted in
a process of dollarization, high levels of
emigration and a significant increase in
income from remittances.
b. The return of government participation
and regulation began in 2007, in opposition
to the neoliberal model at the time and
the political instability it was causing. The
country saw nine presidents in the 19962006 ten-year period.
c. The end of a political cycle as a result
of a commodities—particularly oil—crisis,
the decline of Chinese demand, and the
The Habitat Commitment Project

43

Impro
ved
Urba
n
Sanit
atio
n

RE
SID
EN
TI
AL
W
at
Pi
p
Pr ed er
em o
is n
es

Ri nal
er
at
M

NAL CAPACITY
UTIO
TIT
S
Quality of
IN
ent
Government
nm

Gro
s
Ra s En
tio
ro
Fem , Ter llme
ale tiar nt
(% y
)

N

ltural
gricu
n-A
ent
No
loym
Emp
le
Fema

IN

ver eness
Go
iv
ect
Eff

20

40

80

100

Employment

YMENT
PLO
EM
Non-Vulnerable

Y y
IT triciiot n

es
rc c
ec t u ri
El duc So lect
e e
l
ab dro

60

P
O
VE
RT
Y

Urb
a
n
P
Hea overty
dco
unt

S
U
ST
AI
N
A
BI
L

Env
iro
n
m
Exp
osu ent
R
re
(ER isk
E)

Qualitative Summaries

R
DE e
N
i
tm
E
G o Lifesk of Death

Urban
Electricity

44

Ecuador: HCI Performance (latest year)
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A process of decentralization began with
the Constitution of 1998 and was reinforced
in 2008. Since then it has not been altered,
and a structure based on two central cities
two central—Quito and Guayaquil—prevails.
During this twenty year period, cities in
Ecuador have seen changes coming from
new migration patterns and flows (as
emigration numbers increased), economic
crises (the dollarization and the external
sector crisis), and the reform of the state
due to privatization.
Housing issues also emerge from sectoral
policies. Around 2.8 million people in
Ecuador (18% of the total population) are
living in slums even though the percentage
of unserved dwelling units went from 70%
in 1990 to 45% in 2010. Rural areas are
even more precarious than cities, although

During the nineties, housing and urban
ECUADOR
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The rural-urban migration rate also began to
drop, while international migration numbers,
emigration in particular, grew drastically. As
a result, remittances became the second
largest source of funds to the national
economy, introducing new consumption
patterns at the municipal level in areas such
as technology, housing, and services.

policies were transformed as a result of
going from a closed and state-regulated
economy to a neoliberal market economy.
With this change, the state stopped being
the leading real-estate developer and lender
and was substituted by private initiatives,
which developed new institutions in the
capital and credit markets, enabling the
capacity of the sector to absorb household
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The urbanization process in Ecuador has
been marked by an intense polarization
between the two largest cities, Quito and
Guayaquil, and the medium and smaller
cities. That aspect that has not changed
in the last twenty years, even though the
urbanization rates decreased during the
mid-nineties.

those levels have also improved, going from
73% in 1990 to 29% in 2010. In 1990, 32%
of the households in the country suffered
from inadequate housing; however, that
decreased to 17% in 2010 as well. Access to
primary services has increased from 32% to
49% for the same period.
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appreciation of the US dollar.

savings. It was after the emergence of
citizen’s protests that the government
took back its regulatory role, once again
becoming a subsidizer and lender. This
recovered role of the state is reflected in
the creation of the Bank of the Ecuadorian
Institute for Social Security (BIESS) and the
Bank of the Pacific, a legacy of the 2000
crisis.
Two important moments took place in this
last twenty years regarding policymaking:
one occurred as the result of the need to
resolve the housing supply deficit– the los
sin techo (homeless) issue– through slum
regularization, development of plots with
services, promotion of self-development
and investment. These policies were
implemented by the Ministry of Urban
Development and Housing and the National
Council for Housing in charge of developing
the master plan. However, later on, such
issues were relegated to market dynamics.
For example, social claims were directed
to the private sphere instead of the public
one ; and housing developed far from the
metropolitan area, creating new peripheries
in the form of private complexes and gated
communities with private services, as the
Bicentennial City of Quito demonstrates.
In concluding, official documents do
not make reference to the Habitat II
commitments. The reviewed twentyyear period should not be understood
in chronological terms, but in terms
of historical, political and economic
circumstances have had more weight than
any international commitment. Instability

has been constant. The dollar regulates the
economy, and the citizen’s revolution does
the same for politics. The current question
is if they will survive the current crisis. The
adoption of a “New Urban Agenda” means
that it must be clear what the significance
of the former Habitat Agenda was, and in
the case of Ecuador, it does not seem to
be clear what the difference will be in going
from the Habitat II to the Habitat III agendas.
The starting point back then was not clear,
and today, that point of departure seems
worse.

MEXICO
Alicia Ziccardi
Between the Habitat II and Habitat
III conferences, despite the intense
processes of urbanization, there has
been a progressive decline of the Federal
Government’s institutional capacity to
regulate urban development in Mexico.
Even with the recent creation of the
Ministry of Agrarian, Territorial and Urban
Development (SEDATU), the institution
has not broken the political tendencies
that have persisted since the year 2000.
Instead, what prevails is a housing policy
based on financial principles that lead to a
territorial expansion of cities. At a municipal
level, where governments hold significant
ability to administer territorial planning
and apply zoning regulations in addition
to being responsible for the provision of
essential services, fiscal capacity has grown

stronger in the past decades. However, that
same growth did not occur regarding its
institutional capacity and the use of human,
technical and administrative resources. On
the other hand, citizen participation in the
government’s decision-making process
– in this case in city-related issues– was
explicitly and legally acknowledged.
In the past decades, the housing stock
has grown exponentially, and the physical
and construction characteristics of houses
have improved as well as access to public
services. Still, significant asymmetries
in living conditions and surrounding
environment are observed among regions,
the worst concentrating in the south of the
country.
Policies have favored real estate developers
who built large residential complexes in the
peripheries of cities, earning high profits
from their use of cheap, non-urbanized
land. The result was the expansion of the
peripheries, the conversion of environmental
conservation lands, a still unresolved
demand for basic services, and an alarming
number of uninhabited houses (almost 5
million)—much housing was created, but
very little city. As a result, in the last 20
years, the population with the lowest income
has not been able to meet its housing needs
through the formal land market, resorting
instead to informal markets.
The majority of the employment generated
in the past two decades has been low
quality, not offering welfare benefits and
paying low wages. Even though Mexican
The Habitat Commitment Project
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workers have longer working hours and
higher productivity, the minimum wage in
Mexico is one of the lowest in Latin America.
Urban unemployment has increased, more
highly among men, with a current trend
toward increases among groups with the
highest levels of education, and between
ages 14-29.
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Large urban projects have been used to
revive central areas and historic downtowns.
However, as opposed to what is seen in
other Latin American cities, the surplus
value that results from the densification
and production of high-rise buildings, or the
revival of deteriorated urban spaces, is not
redistributed to other city areas with greater
poverty and infrastructural needs.

Mexico: HCI Performance (latest year)

Urban
Electricity

This transformation in the morphology of the
major cities towards a new model of a multicentric, dispersed, and low-density city does
not correspond to the growth rate of the
population. A study done by the Secretariat
of Social Development (SEDESOL) in 2012
indicates that between 1980 and 2010, the
urban population doubled and urban areas
grew an average of ten times.
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The way the country has expanded its urban
structure towards the furthest peripheries
represents one of the major obstacles to
increasing the competitiveness of individual
cities as observed in Mexico City. This issue
is mostly caused by prolonged travel times
and a fragmented governance that hinders
the provision of a minimal and adequate
infrastructure and does not favor social and
economic activities.

HCI Change for Dimensions 1996-2014 in the six Qualitative Case Studies
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CONCLUSION
The results of the Habitat Commitment Index
show that in the 20 years since Habitat II,
progress towards meeting the goals set forth
in the Istanbul Declaration has been in many
ways disappointing. Though some countries
have made commendable advancements,
such as Turkey, Portugal, and Tanzania,
progress for much of the world has been
small or negligible, and most worrisome,
the performance of a number of countries
has even declined. While progress has
been made in some areas—in the Gender
dimension, for example—others, such as
Institutional Capacity are far worse, and for
the most part the gaps that existed in 1996
between countries’ actual performance
and potential performance have stayed the
same. Even using the HCI methodology,
which adjusts for differing levels of
economic resources, most countries
are still underperforming in meeting the
commitments agreed upon twenty years
ago.
As the world prepares for Habitat III, it
is imperative that the shortcomings of
Istanbul not be repeated in Quito. The HCI
has demonstrated that despite the Habitat
Agenda’s 241 paragraphs containing over
600 recommendations, there has been little
meaningful change in urban conditions since
Habitat II. Like the Istanbul declaration,
the revised version of the Zero Draft of the
New Urban Agenda mentions the word
“commit” more than 50 times, yet lacks
specific targets, priorities, or mechanisms for
48

Conclusion

Turkey
© Everita Silina

monitoring and assessment.
The Habitat Commitment Index underscores
the need for realistic, prioritized goals, and
agreed upon measures of success and data
collection. One of the greatest obstacles
in constructing the HCI was the dearth of
disaggregated urban data that have been
collected during the period since Habitat
II. In many ways, the process of creating
the HCI has itself been almost as revealing
as the results. Of the many commitments
adopted in Istanbul, urban data are available
for remarkably few, and even among those,
they have often been collected either
so infrequently or among such a small
sample size of countries that drawing any
meaningful conclusions at the global level
has been impossible.
The Habitat Commitment Index also
shows that the New Urban Agenda must
carefully take into account the roles of both
policy and economic growth in formulating
commitments and setting benchmarks for

progress. The HCI process has revealed
that the relationship between economic
growth and indicators is highly variable.
Some indicators are more responsive to
economic growth, while others remain
largely unchanged or may even decline.
What the HCI demonstrates is that national
economic growth alone cannot be depended
on to meet the goals of the New Urban
Agenda or to improve the livelihoods of
the almost four billion urban residents
worldwide.
However, urban policy reform and
institutional development have both proven
to be fragile in many countries. Frequently,
advances at the national and city levels
have stalled or reversed, with little evidence
that urban living conditions and employment
opportunities have improved over time.
The HCI results have shown that in many
countries, despite sustained economic
growth and advancements across several
dimensions, perceptions of the effectiveness
of governments have fallen dramatically

since Habitat II. The New Urban Agenda
should take into account the critical role
of institutions in meeting the goals and
objectives of the agreement, and prioritize
increasing institutional capacity.
Above all, the results of the Habitat
Commitment Index have shown a troubling
lack of commitment on the part of countries
towards meeting the goals and objectives
of Habitat II. Istanbul was lauded for its
inclusiveness, but neglected to adopt any
mechanisms for accountability, and the
evidence from the HCI suggests that much
more effort could have been made toward
fulfilling commitments. The New Urban
Agenda must ensure that the decisions and
agreements made in Quito do not stay in
Quito, but make positive and meaningful
contributions to global urban livelihoods for
the next two decades and beyond.

• Identifying the best practices of the highest
scoring countries in the HCI analysis and
inform policies to assist those countries that
are struggling to make progress
• Continuing to advocate for more
comprehensive and sophisticated urban
data collection in the run up to Habitat III
and afterwards
• Creating a modified HCI to reflect the
final outcomes of the New Urban Agenda
adopted at Habitat III, and continuing to
track yearly progress towards the New
Urban Agenda’s goals and commitments.
• Extending the HCI method from the
national to the city and metropolitan level, to
evaluate intra-country urban performance.

NEXT STEPS
The Global Urban Futures team plans
to continue and expand the Habitat
Commitment Index process. Our future
efforts include:
• Continuously searching for, testing,
and adding new indicators and data
sets to improve the robustness and
comprehensiveness of the index to better
reflect the goals of Habitat II
• Identifying various non-GDP factors that
may explain for differences between actual
and predicted performance, including public
investment, urbanization rates, foreign aid,
etc.
The Habitat Commitment Project
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APPENDIX
Methodology: Calculating
the HCI
The HCI is constructed using a process
adapted from the SERF methodology
developed by Fukuda-Parr et al. in Fulfilling
Economic and Social Rights.1 While we
used the SERF methodology for creating
achievement possibility frontiers to predict
maximum performance levels based on
income, the HCI uses a larger number of
indicators and also expands the SERF
methodology to address changes over time.
• For each indicator the data are plotted in
relationship to the country’s per capita GDP
(PPP, 2011 International Dollars), using all
available data from 1995 to present.
• Frontier points along the outer edge of the
plot are identified using visual inspection,
with the requirement that the frontier include
observations from a minimum of four
countries.
• Econometric methods are used to specify
the frontier, considering multiple functional
forms— linear, logarithmic, inverse,
quadratic, power, growth, and exponential,
etc. The best fit relationship is determined
by statistical measures of goodness of fit
(R2), and visual inspection of the shape.
• The function plateaus at a point where
the frontier indicates per capita GDP is
high enough that countries at that level
and beyond are capable of full or near-full
achievement of the indicator.
50

Appendix - Methodology

New York City, USA
© Nadine Rachid

• Indicator values (X) are rescaled as a
percentage of achievement between the
lowest level of achievement recorded by
any country at any income (Xm), and the
maximum possible level of achievement for
the country’s per capita GDP, as calculated
by the Achievement Possibilities Frontier
(Xf).
A problem arises for instance where a
country’s per capita income has met, and
continued to grow beyond, the point which
is determined to be sufficient to fully achieve
an indicator. In these circumstances, the
more that income rises above the point at
which total fulfillment is possible without
having actually achieved total fulfillment
reflects a greater lack of commitment at
the country level. Therefore, a country with
capacity far beyond what is needed for total
fulfillment of an indicator should be held
to a higher standard than countries at or
just above the level of income required for
maximum achievement.

To reflect this in the HCI, for countries with
per capita GDP above the level at which the
function plateaus, Yp, scores are adjusted
downwards as per capita GDP increases
without achieving complete fulfillment of the
indicator. The adjustment uses the following
equation, with Y being the country’s per
capita GDP, Yp being the per capita GDP
level at which the frontier plateaus, S being
the rescaled score, and ß is fixed at 0.5.

A = 100

[(

S
100

)

( Y / Yp )

ß

]

This mathematic formula for adjusting
scores for countries with incomes above the
point at which full achievement should have
been possible was selected by Fukuda-Parr
et. al for several reasons:
• No Penalty on 100% Fulfillment - For
countries that have achieved total fulfillment

of an indicator, there is no inappropriate
penalty for continued economic growth.

extent to which income exceeds Yp.

• Asymptotic Equality - The adjusted
performance score approaches the
observed indicator score as the value of the
resource capacity indicator approaches Yp
from above, ensuring there is no rapid drop
in scores when a country’s income reaches
Yp.
• Increasing Penalty with Resource
Capacity - The downward adjustment of
scores increases as income grows beyond
Yp. Two countries with sufficient capacity to
fulfill an indicator and the same raw score
will be scored differently according to the

• Penalty Decreases with Rising Yp
Values - Higher Yp values indicate lower
feasible rates of transformation, and
therefore a lower penalty.
• Penalty Declines with Increasing
Achievement - as the adjusted scores
approach 100, the penalty for failing to
achieve total fulfillment becomes less
severe.

Fukuda-Parr, Sakiko, Terra Lawson-Remer, and Susan Randolph.
Fulfilling social and economic rights. Oxford University Press, USA, 2015.
1

Rescaled Score (S) = 100 (X-Xm) / (Xf - Xm)
Indicator Value 100%
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Source: Randolph, Prairie, and Stewart 2012, Figure 2

Rescaling Indicator Values
Source: Randolph, Prairie, and Stewart 2012, Figure 2.
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