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ComHabitat’s Progress Report 2007-2009 
 

 

Introduction 

 

1.  This paper reviews progress achieved over the past two years by the Commonwealth‟s 

partnership on human settlements, ComHabitat. The value of the partnership is that it brings 

together agencies from different sectors that are implementing the Habitat Agenda 

(government, local government, civil society and professional organizations). All these 

groups are actively involved in addressing human settlements concerns within their own 

spheres, but they also collaborate through ComHabitat to achieve their goals through 

networking, advocacy, information sharing and the creation of partnerships to promote more 

integrated approaches.  

 

Background 

 

2. The Commonwealth‟s principal mechanism for addressing human settlements 

concerns is a multi-stakeholder partnership known as ComHabitat. This consists of a 

Ministerial Group – the Commonwealth Consultative Group on Human Settlements 

(CCGHS) – and a collaborative partnership of agencies from government, local government 

and civil society. Partners include: Commonwealth Foundation; Commonwealth Association 

of Planners; Commonwealth Human Ecology Council; Commonwealth Local Government 

Forum; Department for International Development; Homeless International and the 

Commonwealth Secretariat, which has been hosting a Secretariat for ComHabitat in the 

interim period. Other partners include UN Habitat and Société Française des Urbanistes. 

ComHabitat promotes implementation of the Habitat Agenda and is working towards the 

Commonwealth Goal of: “Demonstrated progress towards adequate shelter for all with 

secure tenure and access to essential services in every community by 2015”.  

 

Key Messages 

 

3. In 2005, the Commonwealth Consultative Group on Human Settlements (CCGHS) 

endorsed a Work Plan with the following substantive elements: Research and information 

sharing; Networking and advocacy; and the CCGHS. Achievements against this work plan 

between 2007 and 2009 are summarised as follows. 

 

 Research and information sharing. ComHabitat research has helped member 

governments and other stakeholders to assess progress on: the MDGs and Commonwealth 

goal on human settlements; the capacity for managing urban development; and the 

availability of, and options for, urban development finance. The web site has also 

disseminated briefing papers, lessons learned through ComHabitat activities, and 

examples of multi-stakeholder approaches around the Commonwealth. 

 

 Networking and advocacy. ComHabitat has delivered debates and networking events that 

have deepened understanding of practical approaches to urban poverty reduction, 

partnerships in water and sanitation, and priorities in disaster risk reduction. ComHabitat 

has been a strong advocate on the need to place human settlements at the heart of the 

development agenda. It has also built a strong partnership and an extensive range of 

contacts that form part of a wider „ComHabitat Network‟ which positions the partnership 

well to deepen its impact in the years ahead.  
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 The CCGHS. The CCGHS sets the strategic objectives for ComHabitat. It has used the 

Commonwealth‟s strengths in consensus building to help Ministers prepare for 

international negotiations. By sharing experiences and building connections between 

member states, the CCGHS has contributed to the efforts of Commonwealth citizens to 

implement the Habitat Agenda.  

 

4. Over the last two years (i.e. 2007 – 2009), funding for ComHabitat has been provided 

by the Commonwealth Foundation and Commonwealth Secretariat, as well as through inputs-

in-kind from participating organisations. Conscious that funding would conclude in March 

2007, the ComHabitat Management Group developed a new strategic plan for 2007–2011 

(Annex 1). This builds on the network‟s experiences and achievements, and provides a 

framework for attracting new partnerships and resources. This new strategic plan was 

formally endorsed by CCGHS in April 2007. The strategic objectives of the new Strategic 

Plan are to: 

 

 improve financial investment to ensure adequate shelter for all, including access to 

essential services; 

 strengthen leadership and governance in sustainable and equitable human settlements 

development; and 

 reduce risks and build community resilience in an urbanising world. 

 

5. To underpin the sustainability of the ComHabitat mechanism, the Plan is embedded 

within the mandates and expertise of its key partner institutions. It will draw on the 

institutional resources of partnership, but requires additional funding to fully implement the 

plan. The Commonwealth Foundation has increased its support of CCGHS over the past year 

and now has a staff member actively involved in seeking financial support for the 

Commonwealth‟s human settlements programme. 

 

COMHABITAT ACHIEVEMENTS (2007 – 2009) 

 

This section outlines the activities of ComHabitat and its partners over the past two years 

which have contributed to meeting the strategic objectives set in the (2007 – 2011) strategic 

plan. 

A ‘State of the Commonwealth Cities’ project including a Commonwealth-wide 

network to monitor progress towards the MDGs and Commonwealth goal on 

human settlements 

  

6. At the CCGHS meeting held in Nairobi, 2007, Commonwealth Ministers responsible 

for Human Settlements discussed the need for greater monitoring of member states‟ progress 

towards the Commonwealth goal of “demonstrated progress towards adequate shelter for all 

with secure tenure and access to essential services in every community by 2015”. The 

Commonwealth People‟s Forum (forum for civil society) that met in Kampala, 2007, called 

for the production of  a „State of the Commonwealth‟s Cities‟ report for the next CHOGM, 

which would assess opportunities and threats of urban growth in relation to poverty 

alleviation, sustainable and people-centred development and reducing disparities in living 

conditions, and would recommend inter-governmental actions. 

 

7. Following these mandates, ComHabitat is proposing to establish a Commonwealth-

wide network to monitor progress towards the MDGs and Commonwealth goal on human 
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settlements. This project is intended to develop the capacity of local authorities to monitor 

development objectives and use this tool in planning resource mobilisation and allocation. 

 

8. Through the development of a publication on the „State of the Commonwealth Cities‟, 

this project will identify twelve cities that will pilot the project and will build the cities‟ 

capacity for exploring new, innovative indicators as well as building on existing indicators on 

progress towards human settlement goals, and capacity for evidence-informed decision-

making to make human settlements more sustainable, economically, socially and 

environmentally sound. 

 

9. The concept note for this project was circulated by the Commonwealth Foundation to 

the London based High Commissions of Canada, New Zealand, Australia, Nigeria, South 

Africa and to contacts within DFID to determine levels of potential interest with a view to 

seeking future funding partners. Although no positive interest has been received to date, the 

Foundation is also supporting the project in other ways.  

 

10. ComHabitat has now started work on a scoping study for the State of the 

Commonwealth Cities report and on establishing a Network of Inclusive Commonwealth 

Cities. The scoping study has been prepared in time for this CCGHS meeting. This first stage 

of the project has been funded by the Commonwealth Secretariat and the Commonwealth 

Foundation. The research will be presented as a paper at the CCGHS meeting in Nairobi in 

March 2009 and at the Commonwealth Local Government Forum (CLGF) Conference in the 

Bahamas in May 2009. 

 

11.  CLGF, in collaboration with ComHabitat, has identified twelve cities to be part of a 

pilot Network on Inclusive Cities. The network aims to bring together a range of different 

urban centres (Freetown, Sierra Leone; Dar es Salaam, Tanzania; Johannesburg and 

eThekwini, South Africa; Port of Spain, Trinidad and Tobago; Brisbane, Australia; Kuala 

Lumpur, Malaysia; Birmingham, UK; Ahmedabad and Hyderabad, India; Vancouver, 

Canada; and Port Moresby, Papua New Guinea) to work collaboratively on sharing 

experience, ideas and learning to promote a more inclusive approach to the challenges of 

urban development in the Commonwealth. In the first instance these cities will contribute 

information and data to the paper for CCGHS to guide the work on measuring progress 

towards the Commonwealth goal. It is hoped that the network will develop to encourage 

exchange of good practice and learning and to bring in more partners. The network will be 

officially launched at the CLGF Conference in May 2009.  

 

ComHabitat has been at the forefront of discussions on improving financial 

investment to ensure adequate shelter for all, including access to essential 

services 

 

12. The CLGF Conference on Local Government Access to Development Finance in 

Africa was undertaken successfully in South Africa in September 2008. It built on the paper 

prepared for ComHabitat in 2007/08. The conference served to highlight the role of local 

government in meeting many of the poverty targets set out within the MDGs but also the 

relative lack of focus on support for the sector when development finance is allocated. This is 

being exacerbated by the increasingly complex aid architecture, including the move towards 

greater direct budgetary support. The conference also looked at other strategies for raising 

development finance such as municipal bonds and PPPs. One key outcome highlighted the 
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limited information available within the sector and CLGF will be producing a user friendly 

toolkit to address this.  

 

13. In November 2007, the Commonwealth Human Ecology Council (CHEC) 

concentrated its efforts in the Commonwealth Peoples Forum (CPF), and the Commonwealth 

Heads of Government Meeting (CHOGM) in Kampala on a highly successful Workshop on 

Energy, Water and Sustainable Livelihoods as part of the CPF. The workshop considered the 

relationships of water and energy and how the burdens of lack of water and energy can fall 

unevenly on the poor and how these burdens can be relieved with best practices. The end 

result of the workshop was to produce a series of resolutions and guidelines for adoption by 

CHOGM.    

 

ComHabitat has contributed to strengthening leadership and governance by 

Habitat Agenda partners in approaches to sustainable and equitable human 

settlements development 

 

14. In 2007, CHEC Nigeria ran a highly successful “Training of Trainers” programme for 

local government officials on incorporating planning and sustainable development in their 

activities. This programme was a result of the CHEC meetings at the 2003 Abuja, Nigeria, 

CHOGM and implements the objectives of the World Urban Forum (WUF), 2006, in 

Vancouver. 

 

15. CLGF began the third phase of the Commonwealth Local Government Good Practice 

Scheme (CLGGPS) in August 2008, supported by Department for International Development 

(DFID). The Scheme is supporting council to council partnerships designed to build capacity 

through exchange of experience among practitioners. Projects are up and running in the target 

countries of South Africa, India, Pakistan, Sierra Leone, Ghana and Jamaica. Projects focus 

on initiatives which reduce poverty and improve governance and service delivery, e.g. Bo and 

Makeni (Sierra Leone) and Warwickshire are working on improving waste management, and 

Leicester and Rajkot (India) are looking at improving community consultation and 

participation to plan services more effectively. By working with local government 

associations it is expected that the lessons emerging from the projects will help to improve 

the national policy making framework. 

 

16. Also, the Pacific regional capacity building project has a strong focus on 

strengthening local government and includes work on improving governance and service 

delivery. It actively promotes work to improve local/central relations through generating 

dialogues and by encouraging a greater focus at the regional level (PIFS) on local 

government and issues of local governance. CLGF has linked with UNESCAP to promote the 

Pacific Urban Agenda and a small team of practitioners attending the World Urban Forum, 

November 2008, organised a networking event on “Reinventing planning in a New Urban 

Pacific” and discussed possible strategies to take the Pacific Urban agenda forward.   

 

17.  In 2007 almost 30 ministers of local government took part in the CLGF Conference 

along with many local government leaders, key officials of central government and local 

government, representatives from civil society, academic organisations and the private sector. 

CLGF would be taking the recommendations from the conference to CHOGM. These 

recommendations will also underpin CLGF‟s own policy making for 2009-12. 
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ComHabitat is implementing a project on ‘Reinventing Planning’ to enhance 

capacity for managing urban development in more sustainable ways by assessing 

training needs, disseminating materials, supporting new practices, and 

developing learning networks. 

 

18. CCGHS, in April 2007, endorsed the need for capacity building in the field of planning. 

Since then the Commonwealth Association of Planners (CAP) has undertaken the 

following project activities: 

 CAP has disseminated the book „Making Planning Work’ amongst its member 

institutes.   

 CAP held regional events during 2007, in Fiji, Barbados and Kampala and then fed 

the results from these into the Planning Africa Conference in Johannesburg in 2008. 

The central theme of all these events was „re-inventing planning’.   

 CAP took the findings from these events forward to the UN-Habitat World Urban 

Forum in November 2008 in Nanjing, and presented them in a CAP Networking 

Event. CAP‟s President was the opening speaker in the Dialogue on „Harmonious 

Cities and Balanced Regional Development’, and was able to use her speech to raise 

awareness of CAP‟s activities.   

 By working closely with the Société Française des Urbanistes, CAP has been able to 

forge connections between Commonwealth and Francophone planners in West and 

Central Africa around the re-inventing planning agenda.  

 In partnership with, and thanks to over £50,000 financial support from, the Royal 

Town Planning Institute and the Lincoln Foundation, CAP has been able to launch an 

on-line self-assessment of capacity for planning. Over 550 responses came from 

planners in 32 Commonwealth countries (plus one from Zimbabwe and one from 

Gibraltar). Another 700 replies came from non-Commonwealth countries. The results 

of this work were presented to the UN-Habitat World Urban Forum in November 

2008.   

 CAP commissioned a study on „Approaches to gender in planning in the 

Commonwealth‟. The final report will be available in April 2009, but interim findings 

were presented to the Gender Roundtable at the World Urban Forum in November 

2008. CAP‟s President was honoured by being asked to chair the Roundtable. 

 CAP has also signed a Memorandum of Co-operation with the Prince‟s Foundation 

for the Built Environment, to work together on skills and leadership development. 

HRH Prince Charles gave a video-address to the World Urban Forum. 

 The 4
th

 World Urban Forum in November 2008 Nanjing reinforced the importance of 

planning to implement change and the importance of sustainability as the back bone 

of new forms of planning. 

 

19. In June 2008, CHEC supported the founding of the Global Housing Foundation, New 

York. The Foundation is now an active international operation with enormous potential for 

the mobilisation of public, private and intergovernmental efforts in favour of industries and 

enterprises that implement projects for the provision of affordable housing worldwide.    

                  

20. ComHabitat produced a paper on „Financing Decentralisation and Local Government 

to meet the MDGs‟ which was circulated at the Commonwealth Finance Ministers Meeting in 

Guyana in October 2007. Greater effort will be made to ensure that ComHabitat is able to 

play a more substantial role in this year‟s Finance Ministers meeting.    
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ComHabitat has engaged in discussions on the need to reduce risks and build 

community resilience in an urbanising world 

 

21. CHEC has participated, under the leadership of Professor Ian Douglas, in two major 

projects related to the growth of Asian urban areas:  

 The impacts of coal-mining and industrial development on Chinese urban areas 

Symposia in Mentougou and Huaibei, and  

 Peri-urban growth around Asian cities (Symposium in Taipei, Taiwan).  

 

22. CHEC has actively worked on problems of African urban development, climate 

change and flooding as it affects poor people in informal settlements. CHEC has also 

engaged in investigations of urban food security in the face of the increased flooding that is 

highly likely to occur as a result of climate change, particularly in South Asia. Although the 

Strategic Plan 2007-2011 discusses climate change mitigation there is some urgency to 

promote further adaptation to climate change. 

 

23. CHEC, with its Special Consultative Status with the United Nations Economic and 

Social Council (ECOSOC), New York, supports its New York representative, Narelle 

Townsend and her involvement with the UN caucus, the NGO Committee on Human 

Settlements. Narelle Townsend and Professor Eleanor Morris were the CHEC delegates to 

the 16
th

 Session of the Commission on Sustainable Development (March 2008) which 

focused on the vast number of environmental disaster migrants (2.5 million) now added to the 

existing economic immigrants. With both environmental and economic migrants, the 

population burden is overwhelming yet the delegates were unwilling to discuss positive 

interventions of population growth.  

 

24. In early 2008, the Commonwealth Foundation in partnership with the Commonwealth 

Secretariat, Commonwealth associations, and a range of other governmental and non-

governmental organisations organised a series of six briefings for governments, policy-

makers, opinion formers and others who are in a position to influence the Commonwealth 

response to climate change. The aim was to raise awareness about critical climate change 

issues facing the Commonwealth and how they can be effectively addressed. While some 

briefings covered a broad range of issues, others including „Climate Change and Cities‟, 

„Climate Change, Vulnerability and Voice‟, „Climate Change, Water and Health‟ addressed  

more specific issues including those relating to the CCGHS strategic objective of „reducing 

risks and building community resilience in an urbanising world‟. The briefings were very 

well received and very successful in raising the profile of the Commonwealth‟s work in this 

area.  
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FUTURE ACTIVITIES AND CHALLENGES (2009 - 2011) 

 

Future work will be focussed on the following areas: 

 

25. A full „State of Commonwealth Cities’ study and an operational „Network of 

Inclusive Commonwealth Cities’. The second phase of this work will seek to implement the 

findings from the network in a practical way. These cities will be expected to identify 

relevant MDG related objectives and targets, and to measure and relate their effectiveness in 

achieving them.    

 

26. „Reinventing Planning’ project. In addition to the Cities report, the following 

activities are identified to take forward the „Reinventing Planning‟ project (2009-2010): 

 A concerted push on capacity-building, with the following components: 

o Audit and appraisal of planning education and continuing professional 

development across the Commonwealth in relation to needs for new urban 

planning;  

o Commissioning of distance learning materials on two key areas – planning for 

rapid urbanisation and planning for hazards mitigation (indicative cost 

£150,000). 

 Mainstreaming gender awareness in planning practice across the 

Commonwealth, building on the preliminary and exploratory work that CAP 

commissioned in 2008. This would be a mix of research and workshops run through 

CAP‟s „Women in Planning‟ network.  

 

27. CLGF Conference, Freeport, May 2009. CLGF‟s biennial conference will be taking 

place in Freeport, The Bahamas, 11-14 May 2009. This is an important learning and 

networking opportunity for local government practitioners across the Commonwealth.  It will 

focus on the Commonwealth vision for improving local government and will take forward 

key issues such as access to finance, improved planning, and partnership working, as part of 

the strategy towards improving the effectiveness and efficiency of local government and the 

services they provide in the Commonwealth. 

 

28. International Conference on Human Ecology, Manchester, July 2009. CHEC is 

collaborating in the calling of a major symposium on Human Ecology.  There will be a 

number of topics relevant to the Habitat Agenda, including „Urban Food Production and 

Urban Metabolism, and „Eco Cities in Developed and Developing Countries‟. 

 

29. Since the conclusion of stewardship by Homeless International of the ComHabitat 

Secretariat, ComHabitat Management partners agreed that interim arrangements need to be 

put in place in order for ComHabitat to keep up its profile and continue its management 

functions as it seeks new funding for the Strategic Plan. ComHabitat Management partners 

have agreed that the Commonwealth Secretariat in collaboration with the Commonwealth 

Foundation would take over the financing of an Advocacy and Information Co-ordinator 

to maintain visibility of the work of ComHabitat over the course of this year. 

 

30. Access to project funding will remain a challenge in the current adverse economic and 

financial climate. The increasing number of competing priorities coupled with a shrinking 

pool of donor funds will require a much more focused approach to sourcing support in future. 

It will be important that CCGHS clearly identify and communicate the unique benefits and 

value it brings to helping solve the issues surrounding global urbanisation.     
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31. The challenge for ComHabitat is to continue the progress that has been made over the 

past two years and continue to develop a solid programme of work that attracts further future 

funding from development agencies and other partners. 

 

 

Issues for Ministers 

 

32. Ministers may wish to: 

 

 Comment on progress achieved by ComHabitat over the past two years and whether this 

has helped stakeholders to achieve their objectives in implementing the Habitat Agenda. 

 

 Review the Strategic Plan for 2007-2011 in terms of the priority concerns of CCGHS 

members. 

 

 Clearly identify and communicate the unique benefits and value that the CCGHS brings 

to helping solve the issues surrounding global urbanisation, given the challenges 

currently being experienced in securing project funds.     

 

 Agree steps towards a greater involvement of stakeholders from all spheres in the work 

of the ComHabitat Management Group. 
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1
 The UN‟s slum dweller estimation is based on a definition of a “slum household” as lacking either: access to 

improved water; access to improved sanitation facilities; sufficient living area (less than 3 people per habitable 

room); a durable dwelling (non-hazardous location, permanent structure adequate to protect from climatic 

extremes); or security of tenure.  All statistics in this paragraph are from UN Habitat (2003) Slums of the World:  

the face of urban poverty in the new millennium?  Nairobi:  UN-Habitat. 
2
 There may be others with even higher rates, but data was only available for 32 member states, none of which 

were in the Pacific region.   
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