Shelter Forum:

A network with a purpose

A number of networks have been and
continue to be established in the belief
that they will address and resclve the
ever-recurring shelter problems. But how
have they performed? To what extent
have they matched their intentions with
actions and achieverments on the ground?
This paper attempts to illustrate how Shek
ter Forum (SF} in Kenya as a network has
performed and what lessons have been
learnt in the process.

Background

SF was formed in 1990 to bring together
key actors to share experiences and
lobby the government for policles that
would help make decent housing afford-
able and accessible to rural and urban
communities, The guiding princigle was to
stimulate creative synergy among various
stakeholders in the shelter development
sector in Kenya. The purpose was to es-
tablish a focal point for debate, information
sharing, and collective action among part-
ner organizations, professionals, and indi-
viduals involved in shelter developmaent ini-
tiatives. The ultimate goal was to facilitate
sustainable access to affordable and de-
cent shelter for all, particularly vulnerable
groups such as women and children, the
aged, people with disabilities, and the fi-
nancially disadvantaged.

Ovar the last decads, the Shelter Forum

has:

m facilitated training, information sharing,
and group exchange visits that have
empowered vulnerable communities to
design and develop appropriate and af-
fordable shelter;

m worked with partner institutions to
champion the review of building by-laws
to enable the legal sanction of affordable
housing technologies for the urban poor
{the 1995 Revised adoptive by-laws);
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W built awareness among professionals,
community-based organisations, arti-
sans and locat authority personnel on
alternative building technologies through
its extension services, technical en-
quiry sqrvices, and exchange visits;
and

m played a‘leading role in setting up the
Nairobi Informal Settlements Co-ordina-
ting Committee (NISCC) and formulating
an inclusive strategy to support squat-
ter settloments.

At the regional and international levels, SF
has shared Kenya's shelter development
experiences through membership to other
networks such as basin, the Regional Ap-
propriate Technology Information Service
(RATIS), CERFE and “Africaucus. The Fo-
rum played & leading role in the Habutat Il
process and continues to be the
co-ordihating body for regional NGOs for
Habitat's Commissions on Human Settle-
ments.

Strategies
and approaches

SF has developed a four-pronged strategy’

m Research, to develop in-depth under
standing of shelter issues

B Policy advocacy, to lobby for decent
shelter for all

m Networking, to enabie co-ordination and
information gathering and dissemination

®m Extension, to build the capacities ‘of
CBOs in sustainable shelter improve-
ment '

SF dialogues with indmwiduals and groups
living in target areas (nformal settlements
and fural areas) through member agen-
cies working in shelter development or by
recruiting communrity-based organizations
(CBOs!} to become members of the net-
work.

SF also holds an Annual Event to build
awareness about the network and provide
& platform to discuss creative approaches
1o sheiter, network with government and
other agencies, and evaluate SF's activi-
ties. The theme is suggested by members,
and the event is attended by CBOs, NGQs
and development agencies, government
officers, mortgage and housing compa-
nies, and UN agencies. The high-profile par
ticipation attracts mass media coverage.

At an annual review all programme part-
ners come together to assess progross,
discuss shortcomings, and map the way
farward.

Challenges

The demands for flexibility and dynamusim
in 2 network can be extremely challenging.
In a region where there is no shortage of
problems, SF must consistently identify
new opportunities and assess members’
needs t0 sustain interest in shelter issues.
And since the network members have a
similar background, there is ¢ften the dan-
ger of competition for resources such as
access to funds, training, and influence
within the network. To avoid conflicts, SF
has worked on norms and procadures
that are fair, practical, and generally
agreed upon and understood by the net-
work participants.

Like all evolving organizations, the major
challenge facing SF was accessing the
funding necessary to establish itself as a_
vibrant and authortative network

Achlevements

The principle achievement of SF has been
to put shelter issues at the centre of the
naticnal policy debate. Other Kay achieve-
ments and 1mpacts inctude

W tangible improvement in people’s living
conditions

| batter co-ordingtion and integration be-
tween varigus stakeholders

M changes in policies and strategies

B institutionalization of partnerships

M recognizing and addressing specific op-
portunities and constraints

M changes in people’s attitudes

Lessons learned
That the need for information is incremen-

tal. The topics in the Shelterkits, which are
a series of guidance notes highlighting ur
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ban survival skilis for the benefit of the
poor and low-income residents, led to re-
- quests for information on other topics
such as income generation. The chalienge
i$ to dasign, package, and link the infor-
mation to the network’s goals.

That leadership needs to have the pa-
tignce and persistance to negotiate with
people from different sectars {especially
government officers) and development
partners. Facts and figures are critical in

"influencing the policy and thinking of gov-
ernments in order to reach consensus,
Since many networks in human settle-
ments aim to influence government poli-
cies on housing, housing finance and
cradit, or land tenure, it becomes impera-
tive that research-based indicators and
data be & key part of their networking
strategies.

That the natwork can benefit a great deal
by linking up with other networks and
stakeholders at all levels ~ local, na-
tional, regional, and international. Huge
information capacity and technical exper
tise were added to SF after it joined the
hasin network, Involvement in the Habitat
Il Agenda and its partnership approaches
has increased SF's capacity to implernent
local shelter interventions. The challenge
remains, however, in how to translate
these effectively into tangible results at
the community lavel.

That a number of factors are crucial for

the survival of networks, Thesa factors as

described by MacDicken {see references!)
include; '

B An active core of participants: A core
group should be available to provide
critical leadership and technical expes
tise s0 as to constitute the critical
mass for the network.

W Flexibility: Networks need to have suf-
ficient flexibility to re-direct their focus
and allocation of resources as needed.

m Neutral host institution: In most cases
networks need a host institution to
provide a neutral an¢ impartial venue
which is beneficial to both the host and
the other network participants.

® Sustained long-term support: According
to MacDicken, a ten-year commitrment
of initiators andfor funding agencies is
probably a reasonable minimum period
for a network to grow from the organi-
zation to the sustainable operation
stage.

m Effective co-ordinating staff: Network
co-ordinators should be knowladgeable
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in the subject area of thd network and
skilled in managing netwarks. They
should be able to deal with a diversity
of bozh people and issues.

Other key areas to success include the:

W creation of a broad-based constituency;

| coffective lobbying for policy change and
adaptation at both local and interna-
tional levels; !

W creation of awareness on housing
rights at global level;

m involvement of beneficiaries and policy-
makers in campaigns for programme
implementation In human settlerments;

W participation and involvernent of private
sector,

B dialogue on shared objectives and con-
cerns with others and provision of ad-
equate checks and balances to ensure
continuity;

] geographical‘ coverage and representa-
tion globally; .

& regular consultations with membership
and genderarticulated  information
strategies; and

W appeal to the spirit of volunteensm and
solidarity.

We have also learned” that there are many
questions and issues that are still begging
answers and resolutions,

Constraints

Networks like Shelter Forum face many
constraints. The most diswrbing con-
straint, particularly in East Africa, is that
governmehts have hampered the process
of improving human settlements by pursu-
ing retrogressive policies and enccuraging
pelitical interference and patronage.

Other constraints include;

B Jnadequate commitment to implement
and foflow through on both national and
International protocols

m Need for a solid research base and a
case for indicators

m Need for continuous exchange of infor-
mation rather than hiding it or dissemi-
nating it on an ad hoc basis

B Empowerment and participation of all
individual partners rather than domina-
tion of one partner by the other

Conclusion and
recommendations

From the experience of SF and other net-
works, it is clear that the following factors
are keys to success:

M Recognizing the resources/skills of local
communities and tapping them

B [dentifyng common ground for net-
works 1o work on together

B Strengthening of the capacity of the
umbrella body and shanng costs be-
tween communities and networks

M Lobbying the various actors to reduce
political and donor nfluence and patron-
age

B Embarking on rights campaigns, for
long-term solutions and sustainability

W Creation of a strong research base

® Devising of mechanisms and monitor-
ing strategies to involve members to
underiake a wide range of activities

The following recommendations may go a
long way to address the constraints fac-
ing the networks from the region:

B A system should be put in place to
monitor information sharing and net-
working at the community lfevel. One
of the shortcomings of grassreots in-
formation sharing is the difficulty of
proving how effective communication
materials have been and this can be
very complicated in societies wherg
people use oral means of communica-
tion more often than written records.

W A survey of collaborating institutions
and agencies working within the region
should be carried out to identify poten-
tial network partners in human settle-
ments

B To replicate SF's experience success-
fully, a strategic decision should be
made early in the process 'about
long-termt funding of the network’s ac-
tivities,

B The many research studies on human
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UL Box 1 Unanswered questlons and unresolved rssues
should be collated within focal 18 y

resource ¢entres and, basad
on neads, further studies and
research should be carried
out on some of the most
successful networks in hu-
man settlements, e.9. HIC,
Habitat for Humanity, and the
Asta Coalition on Human Set-
tlements, to synthesize les-
sons for dissemination.

W Strong links should ba fos-
tered with informal settle-
ment residents’ movements
on urban poverty, land ten-
ure, housing, and urban gov-
ernance.

® A participatory impact as-
sessmant matrix shouid be
designed to gauge the real
effect of networks.

B Encourage and organize best
practices events for all
stakehoiders, focusing par
ticularly on networks and
natworking in human settle-
ments and their improve-
maents.

B Develop a sustainable finan-
cial suppart bass for the net-
work that does not entirely
depend on extarnal finances.
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