
Think Local 
SHEELA PATEL AND DAVID SATTERTHWAITE cal l  for 
community-driven solutions to start meeting the Mil lennium 
Development Goals in towns and cities 

T 
he urban population of Africa, Asia 
and Latin America is now nearly 
three times that of the rest of the 

world. UN projections suggest that most 
of the growth in the global population up 
to 2020 w i l l  be in urban areas and nearly 
a l l  of it w i l l  be in those three continents. A 
large and growing proportion of the 
world's poor are urban dwellers, lacking 
adequate incomes, secure housing and 
basic services. Urban locations are the 
places to begin to fulfi l  the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs). 

How long wi l l  most governments and 
internationalagencies continue to believe 
that poverty is mainly a ru ra l  
phenomenon? It is to cities that the rural 
poor migrate to fulfi l  their aspirations for 
a better life. 

Why have fifty years of development 
cooperation failed to address the needs of 
much of the urban population in low- and 
middle-income nations? One of the most 

plausible explanations is the failure of 
most development initiatives to consult 
and work with the urban poor [and, where 
possible, also with local governments) in 
devising solutions that are locally 
appropriate. Yet these people's needs are 
the justification for these development 
initiatives - and for a l l  the agencies that 
fund them - and most international 
agencies claim to support 'participation'. 
There is not much evidence that this most 
basic limitation is even being recognized 
- let alone addressed. 

Most discussions of how to meet the 
MDGs focus on large increases in aid, 
debt relief and national poverty reduction 
strategies. But they neglect the local 
changes on which the achievement of 
most of them depend. There are 
hundreds of mill ions of slum dwellers 
whose unmet needs for water, sanitation, 
health care, schools etc. wi l l  have to be 
addressed if the MDG targets are to be 

achieved. So these hundreds of millions 
of slum dwellers w i l l  have to get local 
organizations to change their approaches 
so they can have land for housing lor 
tenure of the land they already occupy), 
infrastructure and services (including 
water and sanitation], and finance to 
support the construction or improvement 
of their houses. Many of the deprivations 
suffered by slum dwellers are the result 
of local organizations refusing to work 
with them - or  not being allowed to do so 
by higher authorities. 

Millennium Project 

Discussions within the Mil lennium 
Project Taskforce on Improving the Lives 
of Slum Dwellers, on which we both 
served, emphasized the importance of 
community-driven solutions - and what 
governments and international agencies 
need to do to support them. We place 
less emphasis on the need for very large 
increases in international assistance and 
more on the need for governments and 
international agencies to change the way 
they work with urban poor groups. They 
need to be more accountable and 
transparent to them. We also have less 
faith in government-directed o r  
international agency-directed, pro- 
fessionally managed solutions, unless, 




