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Introduction

Why does housing matter?

The Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) has the third-largest urban population in sub-
Saharan Africa, with an urbanization rate of 42 percent that is expected to reach 60 percent
by 2050. Kinshasa, the capital city, is expected to become the largest megacity in Africa

by 2030." Covering an area of 9.965 km—almost 100 times the size of Paris>—Kinshasa is
already more populous than half of all African cities and home to 17 million people.® The
population is expected to grow to 30 million people by 2030, and some calculate that the
city receives new residents at a dizzying rate of 61 people per hour.* This rapidly changing
demographic growth would be a massive challenge for any city in any country.

Kinshasa is not alone. By 2030, five billion people will live in cities,> most of which will
occur in Asian and African cities. However, the growth of many of these cities in recent
decades has not necessarily resulted in the positive outcomes historically associated with
urbanization. Poor economic opportunities, combined with inadequate infrastructure,
lack of basic services and sanitation—including but not limited to formal housing—and
complex land management systems prevent cities from generating shared prosperity and
lock them into cycles of disparities and exclusion.®

In an era of urbanization marked by inequality, housing policies can either drive equitable
and sustainable development or perpetuate a harmful cycle of exclusion.” Improving
access to adequate housing for those in informal settlements, for instance, would save
more lives than curing malaria, bring back 16 percent of youth into the classroom, and
could increase economic growth by as much as 10.5 percent globally.®2 With just five years
remaining until the 2030 mark for the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)—including
the target to “ensure access for all to adequate, safe, and affordable housing and basic
services and upgrade slums”—the housing crisis remains dire.® In 2022, 1.12 billion people
live in informal settlements, an increase of 130 million since 2015. Beyond slums, the
global housing crisis affects an even larger population, with 2.8 billion people facing some
form of housing inadequacy.’® Meanwhile, housing is treated as a profitable investment
as global wealth accumulation increases.'! In many cities, the built environment provides
a physical manifestation of the conflict between the responsibility of political actors to
uphold the human rights of inhabitants, and the desire to generate and protect wealth
for a select few.
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With more than 1,000 types of minerals and precious metals found across the country
and 80 million hectares of arable land,*? the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) has the
potential to nourish the development of the people living within its borders and across
the continent. However, the legacy of colonial economic and political models, followed
by a series of authoritarian regimes and the heavy influence of foreign companies has
left very little of this richness to benefit an estimated population of 105 million people.™
This contradiction between great wealth and extreme precarity is clearly visible in the
country’s urban areas.

The cities of the DRC, in particular the capital, Kinshasa, are experiencing a pattern

of “urbanization without growth” characteristic of many urbanizing societies today.'*
Insecurity in rural areas, fueled by violence, conflict, climate-induced disasters and
insufficient services, is driving people into cities, rather than the existence of economic
opportunities. The rapid population growth in urban areas is overwhelming already
strained infrastructure, leaving many without access to essential services. The low incomes
of the majority and lack of affordable housing options leaves the majority of the population
excluded from formal systems of housing and services provision. It is estimated that 75
percent of the urban population across the DRC live in informal settlements, which is 15
percentage points higher than the average in sub-Saharan Africa.?

Paying attention to the dynamics in Kinshasa is particularly important not only because
of its sheer size and growth rate, but because of the interplay of economic inequalities,
state capture, and asymmetrical power dynamics on housing and urbanization that
reflects not just local but also national and international trends around inequality,
financialization of the built environment, and the fight for the right to housing. While
these dynamics are occurring around the world, much of the literature continue to
focus on the Global North or, if in the Global Majority, mostly in Anglophone contexts.
Kinshasa’s history and the legacy of colonial and segregationist laws continues to shape
urban inequalities today, impacting people’s everyday lives, as explored in the first
chapter of this report, “A Brief History of Kinshasa’s Urban Development.” In Chapter

2, “Housing Inequality at the Heart of Kinshasa’s Urban Development,” the authors
explore how economic inequalities lie at the heart of the housing crisis, revealing the
incentives that shape urban policies, underscoring that housing cannot be divorced from
its historical context, nor from the interlinkages between global resource extraction,
governance, and local inequalities.

Providing adequate housing—whether in Kinshasa, Jakarta, or Sdo Paulo—will be
increasingly difficult unless the entrenched power dynamics that determine who matters,
who belongs, and whose interests are served, is addressed. This is why Chapter 3,
“Housing as a Gateway: Towards Equity, Justice, and Opportunity,” examines the concept
of housing justice, emphasizing that housing is above all a fundamental human right—not
an aspiration, privilege, or tool for wealth accumulation. Hence, this paper contends that
the future of urbanization and housing lies in understanding housing as a governance
and justice issue. Developing more inclusive forms of housing provision that recognizes
and strengthens grassroots actions and conducting reforms with the right to housing—
rather than its profitability—as the foundation is essential to redirecting cities to be
equitable and inclusive spaces for all.



1 A Brief History of
Kinshasa's Urban
Development
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Kinshasa’s history reflects the complex legacy of colonial exploitation, post-independence struggles,
economic crises, and ongoing challenges in urban development. From a segregated colonial

town to a sprawling and unplanned metropolis, Kinshasa has been shaped by the economic and
political upheavals of each era. The striking rate of population growth since independence has
made it hard to keep up with the increasing demand for housing and basic services. This has been
exacerbated by weakened institutions and the economic and political turmoil that have defined the
country’s modern history. Nevertheless, Kinshasa remains the seat of political and economic power
in the country, reflecting the stark inequalities that are shaping Congolese society.

Before European colonization, the region now known as the DRC was home to numerous kingdoms,
including those of Kongo and Luba. The Kongo Empire, founded in the fourteenth century, was a
major center of trade and governance in the west that thrived on local and long-distance trade in
goods like iron, ivory, and copper, fostering political and economic growth long before European
contact in the late fifteenth century. The area that now makes up Kinshasa originally hosted two
villages, Nshasa and Kintamo, and served as a space of exchange between fishermen and traders.
In 1881, a Welsh-American soldier, colonial administrator and politician, Henry Morton Stanley took
control of the area and named it Léopoldville after his financier, King Leopold Il of Belgium.”

1.1 Early segregation and urban division

What would eventually become the DRC endured a brutal colonial regime. First in the
late nineteenth century as the “the Congo Free State,” private property of King Leopold Il
of Belgium, and then, under Belgian rule between 1908 and 1960. This era was marked
by resource extraction, severe exploitation of its people, and extensive human rights
abuses, with an estimated 10 million people killed that led to a population decline of
nearly two-thirds by 1924.% The massive wealth extracted from the region’s large supply
of rubber and ivory came at an enormous human cost, with forced labor, torture, and
mass killings. The colonial power also practiced ‘divide and conquer’ tactics, which
exacerbated deeply entrenched rifts between communities and ethnic groups, and these
tensions persisted even after independence.'® The formal establishment of Belgian rule
saw some reforms, but continued oppressive practices, such as forced labor, strict racial
segregation, and resource extraction.

Continuing the regime of King Leopold Il, the Belgian state deprived Congolese people

of legal rights, education beyond basic literacy, and economic opportunities. Congolese
were barred from political involvement, with all authority held by the white ruling elite
who monopolized economic and political power while exploiting their labor.?° These
policies left most Congolese economically marginalized, without legal rights or the ability
to participate in civic life. The stratification of society reflected in these policies also



shaped the development of the colony’s cities. Kinshasa, then known as “Leopoldville,”
developed as a dual city segregated by race. European quarters were separated from
“cités indigenes,” designated for African workers brought to the city to work, with
controlled movement and limited urban expansion.

By the 1940s, colonial authorities constructed housing estates outside of European
neighborhoods, such as Kasa Vubu and Ngiri Ngiri. These neighborhoods were reserved
for “évolués” (“the evolved”)—a racist term used to refer to native communities who had
adopted European customs and were therefore considered superior. The Belgian Parliament
made legislative decisions that affected all aspects of urban life, with total disregard for

its constituents. In the last decade before independence, some efforts were made to

build housing for Kinshasa’s residents, notably under the premise of addressing health

and sanitary concerns.?! The Office des Cités Indigénes (native estates office)—later called
Office des Cités Africaines, or OCA, meaning Office of African Estates—was created in 1949
to develop, build, and provide large-scale housing projects for low-income households,
totaling around 35,600 units by 1959.22 In the meantime, numerous companies built
housing estates for their own workers.

1.2 Post-independence urbanization and
unregulated expansion

The years leading up to independence were marked by frustration and discontent, with
strikes by African workers and mutinies against the Force Publique. At the same time,
the decimation of the peasantry and traditional farming way of life drove many people
towards the cities.” The mass urban uprisings of 1959 underscored Belgium's waning
grip over the working classes, and by June 30, 1960, the Belgian government was forced
to concede independence. It however privatized the copper mining company, Union
Miniére du Haut-Katanga, the core of the economy, and retained control over its security
forces. Retaining control of the DRC was of strategic importance during the Cold War as
it was the number one supplier of uranium to the United States for the atomic bomb.%
The assassination of Prime Minister Patrice Lumumba, the first democratically elected
leader, was followed by civil conflicts from 1961 and 1967 that claimed the lives of over of
thousands of Congolese people.?

Independence ended many restrictions on people’s movements, which contributed to
the rapid urbanization of Kinshasa. In the first six years following independence the
population doubled its size from 400,000 to 800,000. However, limited infrastructure to
accommodate the sudden increase in population led to unregulated settlements on open
land, including hillsides.

In 1965, Joseph-Désiré Mobutu (later Mobutu Sese Seko) seized power, and spent the next
32 years plundering the country as the leader of Zaire with the support of Western allies.
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Mobutu’s rule was characterized by an increased centralization of power, the weakening of
institutions, and a loss of state resources to corruption and embezzlement. Mobutu brought
about the “Zairianization” program, which aimed to nationalize businesses (including the
Katanga copper mines) and launch large-scale construction projects. During the three
decades of rule, the administration constructed the Limete and Kinkole interchanges,

roads like Boulevard Lumumba, and various monuments and public buildings that still
shape Kinshasa’s cityscape today. In 1965, Mobutu’s plans also included the construction

of residential housing, with the transformation of the OCA into the National Housing Office
(Office Nationale de Logement or ONL) to continue the construction and provision of
housing. The National Savings and Mortgage Fund (Caisse nationale d’épargne et des crédits
mobiliers, or CNECI) was designed to provide loans for housing.?® Hundreds of housing

units were built through numerous projects, including Cité Salongo (800 units), Cité Mama
Mobutu (674 units), or Cité Verte (442 units), but these were limited in size, and almost
always reserved for the city’s elite.?”

In 1966, the Bakajika Law was introduced, it declared all land to be state-owned and placed
under the management of the Land Affairs Department. The first regional land use plan
was published in 1967, which sought to manage accelerating urbanization. During this time,
informal settlements continued to grow, and rural practices—agriculture, customary land
use, and low-rise buildings—became common in Kinshasa’s expanding urban footprint.

Between 1970 and 1997, under Mobutu’s dictatorship, Zaire’s external government debt
ballooned from around 5 percent of gross domestic product (GDP) to 150 percent. During
this period, loans from the International Monetary Fund (IMF), World Bank, and Western
governments were funneled into propping up Mobutu as a Cold War ally.?® Mobutu would
remain in power until the end of the first Congo war in 1997, when he was overthrown by
Laurent-Désiré Kabila.

In the 1970s, Kinshasa greatly suffered from the global oil crisis, due to increased fuel
costs, transportation and industry. During this period, the city lost over half of its
industrial jobs, infrastructure deteriorated,” unemployment rose, and the number of
construction companies dwindled, further limiting the city’s ability to provide adequate
housing and employment. The decline of state resources led to the cessation of the
housing development work of the ONL and the CNECI in 1985, further intensifying the
housing deficit.

The Congo war of 199697 led to Mobutu’s fall and subsequent years of violence and
instability which were devastating for Kinshasa. The conflict displaced rural communities
who sought refuge in urban centers. Again, this was not met with corresponding investments
in housing or infrastructure, leaving the city unprepared to meet the increased demand.

The movement of rural communities contributed to the “ruralification” of Kinshasa as

new neighborhoods emerged far from the city center where land was cheaper but lacked
amenities. Housing construction remained basic and incremental, and these neighborhoods
often suffered from erosion as they were built on slopes.

1



1.3 Revitalization efforts in the 2000s

Following the death of President Laurent Kabila and the succession of his son, Joseph
Kabila, efforts to revitalize Kinshasa’s infrastructure resumed in the mid 2000s with major
construction projects aimed at improving traffic and reviving the city’s appearance. During
the 2006 presidential campaign, President Kabila announced the “Cing Chantiers” (Five
Public Works) program, which aimed to improve (1) education, (2) healthcare, (3) roads,
(4) electrification, and (5) housing. Notable developments included the refurbishment of
several major arterial roads: Boulevard du 30 Juin, Boulevard Triomphal, and Boulevard
Lumumba. The 2000s also saw an increase in private investment, leading to luxury
construction in the city center, such as high-rise buildings, hotels, and shopping centers.
Projects like Cité du Fleuve—a luxury housing estate on the Congo River—and the

Congo Trade Center—a skyscraper and shopping center—symbolized the city’s efforts to
attract modern, high-end developments. While this endeavor brought visible changes to
downtown Kinshasa, it had mixed results due to limited funding and the exclusion of low-
income populations.

In recent years, Kinshasa has seen a wide range of promised projects that partially or
never materialize. For example, in 2014, the Strategic Orientation Plan for the Kinshasa
Metro Area (SOSAK)—developed by the French planning firm, Groupe Huit, who were
contacted by the French Development Agency—Ilaid out ambitious goals to improve urban
connectivity and control unplanned expansion by 2030. SOSAK outlined an eight-point
strategy focused on expanding the street and public transit network to improve access to
emerging commercial and residential areas, and connecting isolated neighborhoods. To
improve housing, the strategy proposed enhancing the street network and establishing
facilities to improve access to basic services like water and drainage. Additionally,

SOSAK aimed to enhance existing districts, align land-use practices with environmental
considerations, and foster the creation of recreational and cultural spaces across the
capital .2 However, the estimated USD 4.7 billion required to implement the plan has yet to
be assigned.*

In recent decades, the dominant approach to addressing the housing shortage was to
promote large-scale partnerships with international or private developers. However,
many housing projects announced with international and private developers have failed
to deliver. For example, the Cité Millenium project launched by the national government
in 2005 promised 4,100 units but had delivered only 152 by 2015.%2 Similarly, in 2017 a
partnership was announced between the government and the American firm, Soft, which
promised to build 10,000 “social housing” units, but again, this was not realized.*
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1.4 Recent social housing policies

In 2018, the government announced the creation of three public agencies to address the
housing crisis:

1. The Congolese Agency for Real Estate Promotion (ACOPRIM), tasked with managing
state-owned housing.

2. The National Housing Fund (FONHAB), established to gather the funds for housing
construction.

3. The Single Window for Building Permit Issuance (GUPEK), created to streamline the
construction permit process, reduce bureaucratic burden, and prevent fraud.?*

The implementation of these efforts has faced serious challenges. The FONHAB did

not become operational until May 2023. In June 2023, President Félix Tshisekedi urged
authorities to support FONHAB and ACOPERIM in a new push to provide affordable
housing for low-income families in both urban and rural areas,* with little change. While
the FONHARB strategic plan for 2023 includes the construction of 6,071 housing units, the
funding has not yet been assigned despite an annual obligation from the government to
provide funds.®®

Efforts to build housing remain largely reliant on external funding, largely due to a lack

of public funds allocated for housing, the scarcity of affordable land, and the high cost of
importing construction materials, among other issues. This includes donors such as the
United Nations (including UN-Habitat, UN Women and UNICEF), overseas development
assistance (notably from France and Germany), but most importantly private sector
investment, which has historically focused on the upper classes. The trend of relying

on private investment has therefore largely continued. Furthermore, financing and
services offered by ACOPRIM and FONHAB are for now largely limited to those employed
in the formal sector and are not accompanied by any support programs for low-income
households in the form of housing subsidies or access to credit. As a result, the majority of
the proposed housing developments remain financially out of reach for much of Kinshasa’s

population, who work primarily in the informal economy and and do not earn a living wage.

Lacking effective policies and programs, including adequate infrastructure, local planning,
and decent housing, residents have been driven to innovate, fueling the growth of
informal and incremental housing as a defining feature of Kinshasa's urbanization. Today,
an estimated 75 percent of the city's population resides in informal settlements. These
settlements sometimes result from formerly planned neighborhoods that have been
subdivided numerous times and have seen the informal construction of new units.” At
other times, they are built on vacant land near the city center. However, these are often

13



in high-risk areas prone to flooding and with little security of tenure. This leaves residents
with a heightened risk of eviction and displacement as well as being increasingly vulnerable
to the impacts of the climate crisis. It is worth noting that the DRC ranks as the fifth most
vulnerable to climate change in terms of their adaptive capacity. In Kinshasa, a World Bank
study found that torrential rains cost households around USD 1.2 million due to disruption
of public transport and damage to infrastructure. Excessive rainfall is feared to exacerbate
flooding, land erosion, and landslides.3®

1.5 The challenge ahead for inclusive
housing policies in Kinshasa

Kinshasa’s urban development reflects its historical legacies, political upheavals, and
economic challenges, culminating in a city marked by stark inequalities and resilience. From
its colonial origins as a racially segregated town to its contemporary status as a sprawling
metropolis grappling with unregulated expansion and wealth, Kinshasa’s growth has

been shaped by a highly national extractive economy that has primarily benefited a small
domestic political elite and foreign companies. This economic model has perpetuated stark
inequalities and left the broader population with limited access to essential services and
secure housing. Numerous revitalization efforts and ambitious projects have had limited
impact on housing provision and affordability, leaving informal settlements to be the
primary developer of the urban landscape. As Kinshasa moves forward, its development
underscores both the urgent need for inclusive urban policies and the resilience of its
inhabitants.

Addressing the city’s challenges will require not only substantial investment but also the
political will to prioritize equitable growth and environmental sustainability, ensuring
that Kinshasa can meet the needs of its rapidly growing population while preserving the
vibrancy and ingenuity that define its character.
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2 Housing Inequality
at the Heart of
Kinshasa's Urban
Development
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Source: A view of Gombe district. Kinshasa, Democratic Republic of Congo," Photo courtesy of the author.

Turning towards the current context, this chapter explores the dynamics driving housing
inequalities, including issues of access, policy incentives, a dependence on foreign
investment that is mostly driven by profit, the complex systems of land ownership and
regulation, and the dominant narratives regarding urbanization that appear to entrench
a view of housing as aspirational rather than a right. These dynamics are not unique to
Kinshasa, though they are particularly stark in the Congolese capital.

In Kinshasa, the majority of residents live in informal settlements, while major
development projects continue to focus on one-off, isolated luxury projects geared
towards the needs of the middle and upper classes. This model of development, driven
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by the aspirations of a wealthy minority, risks contributing to the phenomenon of
“bunkerization,” where privileged residents retreat into isolated spaces, disconnected
from the broader city. This phenomenon has already taken a stronghold in many cities
across the world and in Africa, such as Lagos or Johannesburg, where resources are
concentrated within the boundaries of gated communities, providing roads, water, and
electricity exclusively to residents who are wealthy enough to pay. Funds that could
improve infrastructure for all are instead lost to privatization, speculation, and even
corruption, exacerbating inequalities and deepening the divide between efforts to retain
or recover the splendor of “Kinshasa la belle” (“Kinshasa the beautiful”) and the reality of
most people surviving in “Kinshasa la poubelle” (“Kinshasa the trash heap”).*

Overcoming these challenges is not simply a matter of constructing more housing.
Instead, it requires tackling both technical challenges as well as political obstacles.
Achieving meaningful progress demands a nuanced understanding of urban planning
alongside the political and governance dynamics that shape land and housing policies in
Kinshasa and DRC as a whole.

2.1 Inequality in the DRC

The housing inequality in Kinshasa mirrors the profound disparities in income and wealth
across the country. The World Bank estimates that in 2024, 73.5 percent of the population
in the DRC lives on less than USD 2.15 a day.* Meanwhile, the DRC’s mineral reserves

are worth an estimated USD 24 trillion. These deposits include the world's largest coltan
reserves and considerable amounts of cobalt, which is used in the rechargeable batteries of
smartphones, computers, and electric vehicles, etc. Despite the vast wealth in the country,
much of it is concentrated in a small domestic political and economic elite, and an even
greater extent flows out of the country. Today, very little of the country’s mining revenue
goes to providing public services, instead being taken by political and local elites and
multinational companies.*

In 2024, the DRC's draft budget stands at USD 16.6 billion, allocated for a population of over
100 million people.*? To put this into perspective, Tesla—a company that profits significantly
from minerals mined in the DRC**—is worth more than 60 times the entire public budget

of the country. The state receives relatively low revenue from the value of the digital
commodities it produces.** The DRC is among the five poorest nations in the world, with a
GDP per capita of just over USD 700.% The vast majority of the population has not benefited
from this wealth despite physically mining the minerals or working in some part of the
supply chain. A survey conducted by Gallup in 2023 paints a picture of widespread inability
to afford necessities such as food and shelter.*® Most people say they are struggling to
afford both food (78 percent) and shelter (59 percent), higher than most other countries in
sub-Saharan Africa. As is the case in the rest of the world, women are more likely to live in
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poverty than men. 61.2 percent of women live below the poverty threshold in comparison
to 51.3 percent of men.*’

The World Inequality Database calculates that the top 1 percent of the population represent
19.4 percent of national income, more than the combined bottom 50 percent (which
represent 11.6 percent).*® While data on the wealthiest in the DRC is hard to find, there are
significant disparities between different segments of the population. While, for instance,
the average worker might earn USD 26 per month,* a teacher earns less than USD 500 per
month, and reports have placed the base salary of a member of the National Assembly (a
politician) at USD 21,000 per month.*®

e Politician
USD 21,000/month

A

Teacher
Less than
USD 500/month

!

Average Worker
USD 26/month

-

This data, though incomplete, highlights the systemic inequalities and vast stratification
in income and wealth in the country. These disparities take physical form in Kinshasa,
where a real estate boom in the wealthy Gombe district speaks of the country’s great
wealth but access to adequate housing and basic services remains out of reach of the
vast majority of Kinois.

2.2 Too few homes, too high prices

Despite considerable data gaps, it is estimated that the DRC’s current housing deficit is
approximately 3,945,500 units, more than half of which are needed in Kinshasa.>! To meet
the growing demand, more than 263,000 housing units would need to be built annually.>
Of the existing housing stock, only 7.8 percent is considered “decent.”3

According to calculations by the World Bank, buying a house relative to income in the DRC
is one of the most unaffordable in sub-Saharan Africa.>* The Centre for Affordable Housing



Finance in Africa finds that only 0.58 percent of urban households can afford the cheapest
formal housing available. This is in large part due to the low income of the population

and the high cost of living (see Box 1 for more). Currently, the average monthly income in
the DRC is approximately CDF 62,740.9 (USD 26.25).% In addition, financing options are
extremely limited. Almost 9 out of 10 workers (88.6 percent) are employed in the informal
sector, and their lack of a formal contract or stable income hinders their ability to access
financing in the form of a loan to buy a house outright or land and materials. Only 12
percent of DRC adults have a bank account, and less than a quarter (24 percent) have a
financial service with another formal supplier.>®

Beyond incomes, housing prices in the DRC are extremely high, particularly in Kinshasa.
With housing prices reaching as high as USD 250,000 for homes in the capital’s areas with
basic infrastructure like water and electricity, even relatively well-off Congolese are often
excluded.*” Buying a house can cost as much as USD 550,000 in areas considered middle-
class, or USD 750,000 in upper-class neighborhoods.>®

Box 1: The cost of living in Kinshasa

Urban prices in the DRC are significantly higher than expected based on the country’s
income level and urbanization rate.>® According to estimates, prices are about 40 percent
higher than what would typically be expected, while food costs are 58 percent more
expensive compared to urban areas in other parts of the world.® This high cost of living
is a result of a mixture of a history of inflation and high transportation costs due to poor
infrastructure and limited local production.

The majority of people living in Kinshasa cannot afford to live in formal, decent housing,
and are left with no choice but to live in informal settlements with little access to water,
electricity and waste management services, in what is often referred to as “anarchic”
structures. Plots of land and buildings are illegally parceled out to house multiple families,
and many housing units are built using recycled or poor-quality materials like sheet metal
(giving some of them the nickname “555” after the 555 brand aluminum plots).®’

Housing inadequacy is tied to many of the health and economic issues of the population.
Nearly half of adults (48 percent) currently suffer from health problems that prevent
them from living their daily lives. According to Gallup’s Basic Needs Vulnerability Index,
which measures people’s ability to afford food and shelter, and resilience of social safety
nets, nearly nine in 10 adults can be classified as highly (38 percent) or moderately
vulnerable.®? The average life expectancy is 59 years (men) and 62 years (women). The
poor housing conditions also make households extremely vulnerable to the impacts of
climate change. In 2022, for example, days of heavy rain in the city led to floods that
severely affected the homes of 2,600 households and killed 169 people.®?

psoysury ul Aypnbau| Buisnoy Bulipbog :ma4 sy} 1oy uoypzIuDGIN



psoysury ul Agpnbauj Buisnoy Bulpog :maq ay; Joj uoypZIUDGIN

The cost of housing can in part be explained by the fact that construction in the DRC is

a cumbersome and expensive process. Building depends to a great extent on imported
materials, and thus are highly expensive—particularly cities further away from ports or
international borders. Despite some DRC-based companies producing cement, such as
“Cimentiére de Lukala,”®* costs remain the highest in the region. Furthermore, inadequate
planning laws complicate the ability to undertake planned housing construction, turning it
into a legal and politically contentious, and potentially violent issue. The limited supply of
serviced land® also drives up the cost of construction significantly. Currently, studies show
that only 6.4 percent of neighborhoods are well-serviced.®6 Thus, serviced land is in short
supply driving up the price. For instance, one hectare (10,000 square meters) of serviced
land in Kinshasa can cost up to USD 100,000.%4 Even unserviced land is too expensive for the
majority to afford.

Importantly, opaque land tenure systems increase transaction costs and complicate

issues of land rights. Even though the 1973 Bakajika Law states that the land belongs to
the Congolese state, legacies of customary forms of tenure—as well as the provision of
land control to customary chief by colonial powers to exert political influence—and a lack
of both capacity and data within the public sector to oversee land use result in a lack of
clarity over land ownership that brings competing claims and conflict.®8 Despite the land
belonging to the state on paper, many customary chiefs with historical claims to the land
continue to exert de facto control. In addition, political officials and politically connected
elites use their influence to sell land in other cases. In the absence of any recognized and
legitimate form of land governance, decisions and transactions occur mostly informally,
leading to an absence of land records and competing claims over ownership. Reflecting the
dysfunction of the land tenure system and the pervasive opportunism to fraudulently “sell”
people’s plots or houses is the phrase “Cette parcelle n'est pas a vendre” (“This plot is not
for sale"), often painted on the public-facing walls of many compounds in Kinshasa.

These issues surrounding land make purchasing or renting land for housing construction
a very difficult, costly, and risky process. While some international donors have begun
supporting efforts to address land regularization by working with authorities, traditional
chiefs and communities to grant land titles and develop a land ownership record system,
this is an extremely challenging task. By some estimates, at the current rate it would take
350 years to formalize land rights in Kinshasa alone. °
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2.3 Private interests over public
improvements

As explored above, government-led efforts directed towards housing and urban
development projects in recent decades have largely focused on attracting large-scale
private investment for the construction of what public authorities refer to as “social housing
with private operators,””® where they are promoted by public agencies but built by private
contractors. While the term “social housing” generally refers to housing designed for low-
income and vulnerable households that is typically managed by the state and offered as an
affordable or free housing option, projects listed officially as “social housing”* projects in
the DRC like Cité Kin Oasis, Cité du Fleuve, or Cité Belle Vie often have been of a different
nature. The reliance on profit-driven private developers in the face of high costs and
limited financing options means that the only viable projects are those that cater to the
upper classes. In this context, even the projects labeled as “social housing” turn out to be
high-end or luxury developments, far from affordable for the majority of residents.

Cité Kin Oasis, for example, includes 1,000 “social houses” through a collaboration between
ACOPRIM (the Congolese Agency for Real Estate Promotion) and the Chinese company
Zhengwei Technical Cooperation (SZTC).”2 The IMCongo website—a luxury real estate
platform in Kinshasa—describes Cité Kin Oasis as a real estate complex offering 1,100
residential units, offices, and a hotel, available for both rent and sale in furnished and
unfurnished options. Rent prices start at USD 2,000 per month, which includes water and
electricity, access to a gym, swimming pool, tennis and basketball courts, a playground, and
parking. On Airbnb, apartments in the complex are listed for approximately USD 1,000 per
week.” If the average worker’s wage is USD 26.25 per month, it would take approximately
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76 months (a little over 6 years) of work to save enough to pay for one month's rent in the
cheapest apartment in Cité Kin Oasis.

These privately-built housing projects are developed in isolation from a broader approach
to transforming urban development and services in Kinshasa. Instead of attempting to
undertake broader reforms on land planning, local governance, or financing that would
make providing housing easier, cheaper and more accessible, public and private resources,
both financial and legal, are directed towards facilitating specific private projects usually

in gated communities, providing roads, water, and electricity exclusively to their residents.
Public land and assets are effectively privatized without any mechanism to use the revenue
to fund basic services,” and planning and financing tools remain inadequate, maintaining
housing costs high for everyone. As a result, these efforts do not result in improvements in
the quality of life of most Kinois, who not only face increasingly dire housing conditions but
also remain without access to reliable water, electricity, or good roads.

A vicious cycle takes place, where such housing projects are presented as an attractive

“

escape to the city’s “chaos” and an “oasis” of calm, security, and exclusivity,” but the
channeling of resources exclusively into these privatized spaces further deprives other areas
of investment, deepening the gap in quality of life between those who can afford to live

in such “oases” and those who cannot, leading to the phenomenon of “bunkerization””®
mentioned earlier. While on one hand wealthier neighborhoods like the Gombe host
apartment complexes rented out at prices comparable to Paris or New York, Kinshasa still
has a lower paved road density than that of other capital cities in Africa,”” and lower rates of

access to piped water than most other major sub-Saharan cities.”

2.4 Housing in Kinshasa: An investment
rather than a right

The drive to attract investment plays into a broader purpose of turning Kinshasa into

a symbol of urban prosperity. Promises of a “Kinshasa of Tomorrow” or a “new quality

of life” have dominated the narratives on its urban development, in which the old
“parasitic” or “sick” city is replaced by a metropole that is modern, clean, and prosperous.
From the Cing Chantiers program under Joseph Kabila’s administration to President
Tshisekedi’s Kitoko Ville, these visions of clean, modern cities with luxurious homes, five-
star hotels and conference centers, and cutting-edge infrastructure—often invoking the
aura of Dubai or Singapore—aim to capture the attention of investors and both national
and international elites.” Even those unlikely to benefit directly from these developments
often perceive them positively, seeing in them a tangible expression of the aspirations for
the kind of city they wish to live in and envision being invested in.®
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The “social housing” projects like Cité du Fleuve and Kin Oasis also feed into this narrative
of luxurious living and encourage investment—in many cases from domestic and diaspora
elites but also from international investors®*—in high-end properties. The resulting real
estate boom,® however, doesn’t serve the purpose of housing residents whose earnings
remain far too low. Instead, they offer an opportunity for those with significant wealth to
“park” capital while property prices continue to rise. This phenomenon, often referred to as
the “financialization of housing,” mirrors challenges faced by major cities worldwide, where
real estate is presented as the “safest bet” for investment®® and thus is increasingly treated
as a financial asset rather than a social necessity (see Box 2 for more).

Housing financialization, fueled by the presence of economic domestic and diasporic
elites but also foreign investors, further widens inequalities in the city. In Kinshasa, the
built environment becomes “the easiest way of parking the funds that one does not know
what else to do with,"#—whether this is motivated by money laundering or investing
funds that have been sanctioned internationally.®* This flow of capital leads to property
speculation and rising prices, and those who benefit from this speculation re-invest it into
land and property or abroad.®

Housing thus loses its nature as a basic need over
its function as an investment, and is no longer
the vehicle into a better life, but rather serves

to concentrate wealth in the hands of a few and
entrench inequalities in and across cities.

In other words, its “exchange value” completely overwrites its “use value.”®” Furthermore,
many of these high-end development projects struggle or even fail to deliver their
promises, and in the worst cases they are never even implemented.

Financialized approaches to urban development and the cycles of speculation they create
fuel greater conflicts and corruption around land. In cities like Kinshasa, with a limited
productive economy or access to formal jobs, owning land is an important source of

wealth and political power. Given the opaque land tenure system in the DRC, this leads to

a situation where “fragmented power groups lay competing claims on political, economic,
spatial and social legitimacy and control over the city, resulting in a divided urban society
where key actors continuously challenge one another’s legitimacy to govern urban space.”®
Those who do not own land are continuously displaced and forced to rebuild their lives,
while land prices continue to soar, further swallowing up money that serves to consolidate
power rather than nurture economic activity.
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2.5 The case of Cité du Fleuve

Beginning in 2008—09, the Cité du Fleuve (City of the River) was listed across DRC's
governmental websites as one of its efforts to build “social housing,” and provides an
example of the shortfalls and dangers of a financialized approach to housing. Lauded as

a “new Manhattan,” or “the Dubai of Kinshasa,” promotional videos offered clients high-
end housing properties away from the chaos of the city, with swimming pools, gyms,
schools, and grocery stores. The project’s plans assured “a standard of living unparalleled in
Kinshasa” that “will be a model for the rest of Africa.”®

Since the beginning, its development was fraught with controversy. The project was
financed by Mukwa Investments, a company registered in Bermuda, a tax haven, via
British hedge fund Hawkwood Properties. The managers of Hawkwood Properties in

turn were named in the recent Panama Papers.*® The megaproject encountered various
difficulties from the beginning, including various investigations by the Central Bank and the
national office of financial intelligence, but it avoided sanctions through the creation of a
separate society to channel funds—millions of dollars of which were taken out in cash. An
investigation by the Congolese anti-corruption consortium Congo Hold Up®! demonstrated
the project was given support by a partner financial organization, BGFIBank, to reassure
political figures and encourage their investment in the project—selling apartments for more
than USD 220,000. The investigation also showed that some of these actors had previous
ties to companies used by the political elite to embezzle public money.*

The megaproject also reflected the unequal reality of urban development in Kinshasa.
While the Cité du Fleuve was to be built on land recovered from the river, hundreds

of families in the adjacent Cité du Pécheur (City of the Fisherman)—who had already
suffered from ways of displacement under Belgian colonial rule—found themselves under
threat of displacement.®® While the company claimed that each household was paid
compensation, the fishermen reported that the landlords kept the money and forced
people out without compensation.

Ten years later by 2021, only 40 out of 400 hectares had been serviced, and 500 apartments
had been built out of the 10,000 promised. The frequent flooding and lack of amenities
have led to battles between investors and the project’s management, and millions of dollars
lost to an unaccomplished promise.**
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Box 2: What does the “financialization” of housing mean?

There is no universally accepted definition of the concept and its many attributes and
outcomes.* According to the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human
Rights (OHCHR), the financialization of housing occurs “when housing is treated as a
commodity—a vehicle for wealth and investment—rather than a social good.” Similarly, it
has been described as “the increasing dominance of financial actors, markets, practices,
measurements and narratives, at various scales, resulting in a structural transformation of
economies, firms (including financial institutions), states and households.”*®

Financialization can be seen as representing a shift in motivation from producing goods
and services—such as providing people with homes and safety—to profit generation and
financial activities such as investing, lending, and speculative trading.

The growing global pool of capital, whether in the form of banks, high net worth
individuals, endowment funds and pension schemes, is attracted to housing—which is
often seen as a safe and profitable investment.”” While in some cases, individuals may
purchase multiple homes that they privately rent out, there are many large-scale investors
such as large trade surpluses amassed by emerging economies, including the many
petroleum-producing countries with sovereign wealth funds, as well as the accumulated
profits held by transnational companies in tax havens.*®

While originally housing financialization was mostly associated with the Global North, it is
now a global phenomenon. According to a report from real estate firm Savills, global real
estate had a total value of USD 379.7 trillion in 2022, stating that “property remains the
world’s biggest store of wealth.”®® Real estate is worth more than the global equity and
bond markets combined and is almost four times the size of global GDP. The value of all
the gold ever mined—USD 12.2 trillion—is worth a mere 3 percent of the value of global
real estate. It is worth noting that three-quarters of the value of real estate is residential
property, worth USD 287.6 trillion. Commercial property accounted for around 13 percent,
while agricultural land had a share of 11 percent.

As African cities strive to integrate into the global economy, their urban landscapes

offer significant opportunities for surplus value investment. However, efforts to attract
investment through ambitious projects promising rapid prosperity entails considerable
risks. The rush to secure funding to address urban challenges like the “infrastructure
gap”?? and realize the vision of a "world-class city" has positioned Africa as a "real estate
frontier,"%°! fostering speculation on rising land values and accelerating the financialization
of land and housing.
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The financialization of real estate has largely failed to benefit city residents overall. As
cities expand, inhabitants of informal settlements on desirable land face displacement
by political actors or developers aiming to construct luxury properties. Land and housing
are often sold to the highest bidders, who retain them as speculative assets rather than
using them for housing. This approach normalizes private urban governance, employs
militarized strategies against residents, and limits democratic accountability. Such
exclusionary urban development models divert resources away from expanding access to
basic services, instead creating privatized "enclaves" that cater to an elite minority while
excluding the majority from their vision of the city's future.%?

2.6 The narratives that perpetuate
housing inequality

The dangers of a commodified approach to land and housing lie not only in its prioritization
of profit and the interests of a select few over the universal right to housing but also in the
cultural narrative it reinforces—that housing is an aspirational, "earned" asset or privilege,
rather than a fundamental human right. It emphasizes the economic power of land and
housing without understanding its potential to be a gateway to access to basic services
and economic opportunities. It places economic gain as the responsibility of the individual.
These narratives promote a worldview that frames wealth as the result of merit and hard
work, while poverty is seen as a failure to succeed. This perspective obscures the deep
structural inequalities discussed earlier in this chapter. It disregards the reality that, for the
average Kinois, earning enough to rent—let alone purchase—a home in developments like
Cité Oasis is utterly unattainable.

One common story is the idea that in a “modern Kinshasa,” wealth is around the corner,
which fits into a wider narrative that upwards social mobility is a possibility waiting to
happen, that poverty is temporary. It is often said that Kinois “do not accept being called
poor (...); they see themselves as temporarily disadvantaged. They believe they can change
their status and situation overnight, moving from a state of precarity to one of affluence."**
This vision of a “new Kinshasa” and potential prosperity, appealing as it is, carries with it the
myth of a meritocratic society which in turn carries a powerful implication: wealth is seen
as a reward for merit, while poverty is framed as a failure to earn it, ignoring the perverse
inequalities that shape these outcomes. Similar narratives in cities across the world serve

to advance “new forms of ‘seductive’ boosterism through which national and urban elites
can present exclusionary visions of urban development as being developmentally beneficial,
sustainable or even necessary.”1%
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Another narrative perpetuated by urban development is the double standard that frames
low-income groups as engaging in informality and “not playing by the rules,” while

similar actions by elites are celebrated as too urgent to be hindered by bureaucratic

red tape. The aggressive battle over control of land arguably reflects the culture of “se
débrouiller”% (“get by” or “figure things out”) that has come to characterize Kinois society
in response to ineffective and unaccountable institutions—a legacy from the colonial era.
It also demonstrates that “functioning outside of formality” is as much a behavior of the
wealthy—who use their political capital and money to access land and get permission to
build—as of the poorer populations.'°® However, the actions of the wealthy and politically
connected groups are justified in the hopes of attracting investment, while low-income
communities building themselves a home out of necessity are punished and often evicted
in the name of paving way for prosperity.

Lastly, in many contexts, “informal” or “illegal” housing is spoken of as innately problematic,
with low-income populations living in the settlements or “slums” described as “parasitic”
or “a cancer” in cities like the Congolese capital. This narrative that again so drastically

” u,

contrasts with the ambition of a “modern,” “clean” city, is often used as the justification

to evict or displace populations in cities across the world. While incremental and informal
housing is the response of urban residents to housing systems and policies that have

failed to provide solutions to their needs, these kinds of responses are often criminalized,
criticized as “dirty” or “chaotic,” and demolished as they don’t comply with formal
regulations. This punitive approach fails to recognize the ways in which partnering with
these communities and small-scale providers to transform these informal settlements into
improved housing solutions, overlooking a key opportunity to mobilize resources to address

the housing needs of a large part of the population in cities like Kinshasa.

Deeply ingrained narratives about land, housing, and meritocracy perpetuate systemic
inequalities, criminalize informal housing solutions, and not only prioritize but serve the

purpose of legitimizing the interests of elites over the basic rights and needs of the majority.

The culture and narratives surrounding housing in Kinshasa need to be challenged, as they
serve to justify exclusionary policies and reinforce systemic inequalities, privileging the elite
while criminalizing the survival strategies of low-income communities.

2.6 Conclusion

The large housing deficits observed in Kinshasa and elsewhere today call for urgent,
ambitious efforts to provide adequate housing for all. However, a financialized approach to
land and housing risks further entrenching inequalities, leaving the most vulnerable to live
in informal settlements, criminalized and excluded, while resources are concentrated within
elite enclaves. Without a shift towards inclusive, equitable urban policies, the housing crisis
in Kinshasa will remain a glaring symptom of broader systemic failures.
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Urbanization for the Few: Soaring Housing Inequality in Kinshasa



3 Housing as a
Gateway: Towards
Equity, Justice, and
Opportunity

Housing lies at the intersection of basic human rights and the broader social contract
that binds societies. In the DRC, the 2006 Constitution recognizes the family as the
foundation of the community and guarantees the right to decent housing. Yet, the
persistent housing crisis reflects not only a failure to fulfill this fundamental right but
also a breakdown of the social contract itself. Addressing this issue requires reimagining
housing policy as a cornerstone of equitable governance—one that prioritizes people
over profit, rectifies historical injustices, and ensures housing serves as a gateway to
broader inclusion and opportunity.

While the scope of this paper cannot comprehensively address all the challenges or
solutions to Kinshasa’s housing crisis, this final chapter highlights possible areas of
focus to guide more equitable urban development. Having examined the complexities
and dynamics driving Kinshasa’s unequal growth, an important step is to challenge the
increasingly dominant logic that frames housing as an investment rather than a home.
A housing justice lens, as explored below, not only reshapes housing policy but also
reignites our political imagination, grounding visions of inclusive societies in the
physical reality of the built environment. The chapter emphasizes the critical role of
community-driven solutions, and the need to increase partnership with the small-scale
providers and communities that have been providing housing to the vast majority of
Kinois. Finally, reflections on the role of government and public policy in addressing the
crisis point to the need to update planning laws, strengthen anti-corruption measures,
prevent land misuse, and bridge financing gaps to ensure a more just and sustainable
future for Kinshasa’s residents.
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Table 1: Practical Housing Solutions for Change

1. HOUSING JUSTICE

Reclaiming housing as

a human right through
narratives and messages
that build solidarity across
groups for the collective
need for a home and
belonging in the city.

Advocate for a people-
centered housing policy to
ensure immediate needs are
met and centered as part of
the policy process.

Integrating housing policy as
part of a climate adaptation
and welfare-focused anti-
poverty policy.

2. SUPPORTING
COMMUNITY-DRIVEN
SOLUTIONS

Adopt community-
public partnerships with
collaborative approaches
involving civil society
organizations, grassroots
organizations, and local
stakeholders. Strengthen
dialogue to empower
communities in decision-
making processes.

Encourage participatory
housing initiatives to reflect
community voices and
ensure equitable outcomes,
especially for marginalized
groups.

Support community-

led housing initiatives

with alternative housing

designs, production, and

management. Facilitate

access to finance through:

¢ Small savings groups.

¢ Cooperative ownership
models.

¢ Public-private investment
partnerships to reduce land
and housing costs.

29

3. IMPROVING PUBLIC
POLICY

Improve existing dwellings

and urban spaces by:

¢ Improving rental
conditions through
price controls, safety
regulations, and tenant
protections.

¢ Legalizing backyard units
and informal housing to
provide secure tenure.

e Upgrading slums through
programs like UN-Habitat
Participatory Slum
Upgrading Program with
sustainable infrastructure
investments, Indonesia’s
Kampung Neighborhood
upgrades and Chile’s
Quiero Mi Barrio program.

Update and enforce

planning laws and

responsibilities to:

e Address urban sprawl and
equitable land distribution.

e Streamline regulatory
processes to improve
affordable housing access.

Enhance state capacity

through:

e Expanding financial
resources via progressive
property taxes.

¢ Fighting corruption and
state capture in land
management.

¢ Leveraging bilateral
and multilateral funds
for sustainable housing
programs.
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1. HOUSING JUSTICE

Connecting social
movements and policy
demands, such as
connecting housing as

a women’s issue and a
children’s rights issue to
emphasize its broader social
impacts.

Support and fund civil

society and advocacy groups

to investigate housing policy
and related issues.

2. SUPPORTING
COMMUNITY-DRIVEN
SOLUTIONS

Invest in data-driven
solutions by collecting
disaggregated data (e.g.,
gender, age, income
levels) on housing needs in
Kinshasa. Collaborate with
groups like Slum Dwellers
International to address
local priorities.

Promote community-

led conflict mediation
mechanisms to address
land disputes fairly and
efficiently while reducing
bureaucratic delays.

3. IMPROVING PUBLIC
POLICY

Strengthen anti-corruption

and transparency measures

to:

¢ Leverage new technologies
to increase transparency
in financing flows and real
estate investments.

¢ Implement corporate
social responsibility (CSR)
programs that focus
on equitable housing
provision and urban
sustainability

¢ Prevent land misuse and
speculative practices.

e Ensure transparency
in land allocation
and housing policy
implementation.

Utilize community-led land
conflict resolution strategies
to prevent violence, improve
trust, and ensure equitable
access to housing resources.
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3.1 Housing for a renewed social contract

The 2006 Constitution of the Democratic Republic of Congo describes the family as

“the basic foundation of the human community” (“la cellule de base de la communauté
humaine”), and declares that it “is placed under the protection of public authorities.”*%’
Article 48 of the Constitution also states the obligation to guarantee the “right to decent
housing, access to potable water and to energy.”2%® The failure of our societies, in the
DRC and beyond, to provide housing represents the neglect of a fundamental right but
signifies the breakdown of the social contract, where the very people and families that
make up “the foundation” of society are unprotected by those entrusted to do so.

Housing policy should be driven by a human rights approach, where housing is understood
as the core of the social contract. The goal of fulfilling and safeguarding the right to
housing—rather than prioritizing its commodification—should shape the incentives

and fiscal decisions of local and national governmental authorities, as well as guide the
allocation of resources by international donors supporting the DRC. This requires not only
committing to redress histories of inequalities and exclusion in housing policy, but also
emphasizing and embedding in policy how housing serves as a gateway to exercising other
rights and even consolidating more inclusive forms of governance.

3.1.1 Shifting the tide: A housing justice approach

Achieving SDG11.1—ensuring access for all to adequate, safe, and affordable housing and upgrading
slums by 2030—requires more than policy changes. It demands challenging dominant logics about
who belongs in a city and who is deemed worthy of spaces designed for them. The current housing
crisis faced in the DRC and beyond is not just one of a deficit of housing units, but one driven by
systems that are not responding to the needs of the majority of people’s needs and aspirations. As
discussed in the previous chapter, housing policy decisions are often rationalized by flawed narratives
about housing and the diverse groups living in cities. These narratives are not to be overlooked as they
both influence and are influenced by deep inequalities in income, wealth, and power.

Advocating for a housing justice lens!® calls for transforming exclusionary, unsustainable,
exploitative and rigid housing systems that perpetuate cycles of inequality. A housing justice
approach, as proposed by the housing work of the International Institute for Environment and
Development (lIED), recognizes that “housing injustices are grounded in a combination of unjust
distribution, unjust recognition and unjust participation.”*'® Applying a justice lens impacts
regulations, land use, legal protections, budget allocations and financing mechanisms. It also
involves transforming decision-making and embracing alternative forms of housing design,
production and management (see Box 3). Addressing the housing crisis requires policies and
practices that redistribute both material resources and power. Housing must be seen as both “an
end and a means for social justice,”*!! reflecting its centrality to equity and inclusion in areas such as
health, education, and economic opportunity.
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Box 3: Four propositions for a housing justice approach2

The Hub for Housing Justice, launched in November 2024, is a collaborative initiative
led by a group of civil society networks and research organizations. It aims to advance
housing justice by co-designing agendas, sharing resources, aligning advocacy efforts
and promoting learning and action across different contexts. The Hub’s housing justice
framework advocates that a justice lens offers an opportunity to transform housing
systems through four propositions, with specific policy implications:

e Anti-discriminatory housing policy & practice: Advocate for affirmative actions
that support historically marginalized groups, enforce stronger regulations against
discriminatory practices, address the unequal distribution of housing burdens and
risks, safeguard tenants' rights, and ensure fair rental market regulations.

e Radically democratic forms of housing production: Embrace, protect, support
and expand democratic approaches to housing development, including collective,
non-speculative, and community-led housing initiatives, as well as participatory
upgrading, inclusive public housing, and other efforts that position housing as a
public good.

* Housing as an infrastructure for more sustainable, caring and fairer cities: Focus
policies on the social and environmental roles of land by using zoning and incentives to
combat housing discrimination and prioritize low-income populations in urban upgrades.
Embed the right to housing in disaster resilience efforts, support grassroots efforts in, for
example, decarbonization, and apply circular economy principles to housing.

e Housing policy and practice that broaden imaginations for housing futures:
Promote more inclusive and diverse approaches to understanding housing policies by
recognizing alternative practices, even those outside or challenging formal planning
systems, as legitimate contributions to city development.

3.1.2 The integration of housing policy

Shifting away from the notion of housing as a profitable investment, policies that incorporate
considerations of housing into climate, education, health, and economic planning can help unlock
housing’s potential as a driver of inclusion, rather than of inequality and exclusion. Hence, housing
must also be incorporated into broader policy areas, this includes linking housing to social programs
and benefits, incorporating it more explicitly into poverty reduction strategies. Different forms of
social assistance tied to housing support can also play an important role in supporting renters,
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largely forgotten in many policies that focus on homeownership. Housing is also an important
consideration for climate adaptation, particularly as communities in the DRC are highly vulnerable
to the impacts of the climate crisis. This includes bringing the housing conversation into disaster
risk reduction policy recommendations, exploring the use of local and more sustainable building
materials in housing construction.

3.1.3 Joining forces with social movements

The housing struggles of the majority of urban residents are understood from a more systemic point

of view, where housing systems are discriminatory, exclusionary, and exploitative.!!* Combating
these systems and their policies is not just a housing matter, but also one about women’s and
children’s rights, health, climate justice, and democratization more generally. The push for fairer
housing systems is thus interlinked with the demands of many other social movements. When
extreme political and socio-economic inequalities block progress, broad coalitions are essential.
Housing advocates can, and indeed have, align their efforts with movements addressing poverty,
land rights, and environmental justice to drive transformative change.

Investigations such as the one conducted by Congo Hold Up on the Cité du Fleuve project or
increasing reports on the use of luxury property in South Africa to launder money from the
continent!* demonstrate the ways in which inequality, state capture, and housing are intertwined.
In a country that struggles from striking levels of inequality and decades of weakened institutions,
control of land and housing is an important way to consolidate both economic and political

power. Investigations by international organizations like Amnesty International'®* have pointed

to forced evictions in mineral-rich areas, offering opportunities to understand how housing is
linked to broader issues of exploitation and inequalities. Continuing to make these connections to
demonstrate the political nature of the housing debate is crucial to understand how to empower
citizens to claim their rights and support social movements’ calls for social justice and more
accountable institutions. By making a clearer link between housing financialization and other forms
of state capture and corruption not just within the DRC but as a transborder issue, can help bridge
international movements for democracy and social justice.

3.2. Supporting community-driven and
inclusive solutions

Despite the challenges posed by these trends, in Kinshasa and many cities, actors

within and outside of government, as well as communities themselves, are mobilizing,
partnering, and developing creative ways to provide housing. These efforts are not to be
undermined nor disregarded as they demonstrated what is indeed possible. They offer
valuable insights into delivering housing to those who need it most, emphasizing the
importance of building upon and strengthening existing initiatives.
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3.2.1 People-centered policymaking

A people-centered approach centers the needs of communities, especially the most
marginalized, as the focal point and purpose of policymaking. Significant strides have
been made in "people-centered justice systems," where the policy agenda is determined
by people’s needs.!® In this context, common issues include a lack of labor rights, unmet
civil and administrative needs, victims of non-violent crimes, and insecure housing or land
tenure rights. A people-centered approach focuses on addressing these needs first and
removing barriers that prevent their fulfillment.

The absence of data on the living conditions of people in Kinshasa limits the ability to
develop appropriate responses to their housing needs. As demonstrated by initiatives
like the Know Your City campaigns of Slum Dwellers International, communities can
organize thorough data gathering exercises that provide useful insights into the quality of
life, needs, and opportunities in different informal settlements.?'” However, there can be
hesitation to accept this data for various reasons—ranging from a lack of awareness to
doubts about its robustness, or because acknowledging it would legitimize the existence
of a community that has been historically and deliberately marginalized. Promoting these
multistakeholder forms of knowledge production can nevertheless be a critical area of
partnership to advance housing rights and improve planning.

Collecting surveys and data is one way to bring communities into the policy design
process, but it does not stop there. People-centered advocacy is about mobilizing the
politics of the people to ensure that the politics of the state remains accountable,
transparent, ethical, and democratic. It is a mode of social and political action that
prioritizes community needs and empowers individuals to shape their own futures.

3.2.2 Support community-led housing initiatives

It is crucial to build on existing initiatives by recognizing and scaling up informal and
community-driven housing efforts through supportive legal and financial frameworks. In
the drive to rapidly address the housing deficit, discussions often focus on private actors,
who are viewed as having the capacity to build at the necessary scale. This overlooks the
fact that the primary providers of housing in most African cities are in fact smaller-scale
providers and the households themselves. Excluded from the formal housing market,
communities are forced to pool funds and mobilize to finance and build housing.

While community-led forms of housing production alone are not sufficient to address
the housing deficit in its entirety, their potential to contribute to the solutions is often
severely limited by a lack of legal frameworks and access to tools to increase their scale.
Adopting a collaborative rather than punitive approach can enhance these initiatives,
making them more scalable, better aligned with land use and urban regulations.
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From Thailand,*® to Kenya,*° to Uruguay,**® community-led housing has taken different
forms depending on the needs of the communities themselves, and the legal and
financial tools available to them. For example, in Egypt, the “Tahweesha” initiative,
meaning “savings” in Arabic, was launched in 2021 to enhance financial inclusion among
rural Egyptian women by formalizing traditional women’s savings circles.'?! Inspired by
the Gameya tradition—where women contribute small amounts of cash regularly into

a communal pot and take turns collecting the total sum—Tahweesha modernizes this
practice. Instead of physically holding cash, these group savings are now deposited into
group bank accounts, offering greater security, reducing the risk of theft or loss, and
enabling participants to earn interest on their savings. Additionally, these accounts provide
access to microloans. By leveraging the group structure, Tahweesha reduces the need for
collateral, making it easier for participants to access financial resources. This could enable
individuals to improve informal homes, purchase land, or acquire essential resources,
fostering greater economic self-sufficiency and resilience. This innovative model could be
adapted for the DRC to empower low-income people and informal workers, building on

existing informal savings and loans groups referred to as likelemba or ristournes.?

In the DRC, entities such as FONHAB (the National Housing Fund) and ACOPRIM already
have existing mandates to engage with forms of collective housing and self-built housing.
They could facilitate funds and financing tools that would help formal housing become
more accessible to a broader public. At the same time, setting up revolving funds and
incentivizing financial and international partners to support community-led forms of
planning and housing construction would give way to more inclusive and adequate
processes of housing provision. International projects working on improving service
delivery will be more impactful if they coordinate with local communities to leverage
resources and align housing improvement initiatives. For example, the Kin Elenda Project,
part of the Kinshasa Multisectoral Development and Urban Resilience Project, is a USD
500 million initiative led by the Congolese government with financing from the World
Bank and technical assistance from the International Labour Organization (ILO).}%2 The
project aims to strengthen institutional capacity for urban management and enhance
access to critical infrastructure and services in Kinshasa. Key objectives include improving
roads, mitigating flood risks, combating erosion, developing public spaces, and expanding
socio-economic opportunities for residents.'?*

3.2.3 Community-public partnerships to improve land
management and upgrading existing housing

An important step towards addressing the housing crisis is making land more accessible,
not just on the urban periphery but also in areas in the city where land is not being used
productively. Constructive partnerships with communities can help address competing
claims of ownership and negotiate access to housing and basic services, and work to
upgrade existing homes and communities.

Given that land and housing is one of the most common justice issues faced by people
across the world, effective conflict resolution and mediation mechanisms that are people-
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centered and consider traditional and preparatory justice mechanisms are necessary to
advance any housing justice agenda. Understanding the role of each actor is an important
step. At the local level, for example, traditional authorities or customary chiefs who have
been granted varying degrees of autonomy and legitimacy throughout Congolese history
play a critical role in the control and management of land, often a variety of roles from
“intermediaries, gatekeepers, facilitators, or speculators.”* They can often clash with
formal public authorities over conflicting claims to land, resources, and decision-making
power. They are however important players in managing conflicts and are needed in the
negotiation for better outcomes.

One relevant example of progressive land management reforms comes from Sierra
Leone.!? To address the exclusion of local communities from negotiations over land
investments, the lack of promised payments or profit-sharing, and the environmental
damage caused by industrial activities—such as deforestation, landslides, and soil
erosion—Sierra Leone enacted transformative land laws in August 2022. These include
the Customary Land Rights Act, which grants land-owning and land-using communities
the right to Free, Prior, and Informed Consent (FPIC) for all industrial projects on their
land, and the National Land Commission Act, which establishes local land use committees
to ensure effective and inclusive land administration. These committees are required to
have at least 30 percent female representation. While the law is still relatively recent,
according to Sonkita Conteh, director of Namati Sierra Leone, no other legal framework
offers such robust protections for communities at risk of harm.

Furthermore, agreements with communities can help unlock land for more productive
uses. Land-sharing agreements, where communities and authorities collaborate to
rearrange housing units within a plot to create space for public services and commercial
uses, have been implemented worldwide.’ In Kinshasa, initiatives like UN-Habitat
Participatory Slum Upgrading Program (or Programme Participatif d’/Amélioration

de Bidonvilles, PPAB) have successfully worked with communities to build public
infrastructure and negotiate the recovery of public land for local authorities. However,
these efforts are often one-off projects that struggle to secure long-term financing.
Integrating such community-public partnerships into broader housing policies could
provide more sustained support through financing and capacity building.

Moreover, local governance structures can collaborate with communities to enhance
existing housing and neighborhoods, complementing efforts to construct new housing.
For example, like the DRC, Indonesia began to rapidly urbanize from the 1950s. During
the 1960s, the two largest cities experienced approximately 50 percent growth,

including the expansion of many kampungs—predominantly low-income, informal, and
densely populated neighborhoods. Efforts were made to improve living conditions for
around 30 million people by enhancing access to infrastructure and basic services. These
improvements included upgrading roads, footpaths, drainage systems, garbage receptacles,
safe drinking water fountains, public toilets, neighborhood clinics, and primary schools.

By the 1990s, the program had expanded to 800 cities across the country and operated
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in up to 70 percent of cities” kampungs. Evaluations demonstrated increased quality of

life for residents.'?® In 1976, a survey in Jakarta demonstrated that two-thirds of residents

in project areas expressed improvements in their infrastructure due to the program.'?® In
Surabaya alone between 1984 and 1990, 70 kilometers of access roads and 150 kilometers
of footpaths were improved, 93 kilometers of drains and culverts were constructed, and
56,000 meters of water pipe laid.*® Kampungs under the program also experienced greater
investment by residents in housing upkeep, as well as lower homeowner turnover, taken by
some evaluations as an indicator of sustained affordability.3!

3.3 Strengthening public policies for housing

While the state grapples with significant financial and institutional constraints, the
direction of urban policy also reflects choices about whose interests are prioritized.
Luxury developments catering to a small elite often consume public resources, land,
and attention, highlighting the inequities perpetuated by housing policies and raising
guestions about the actual value they provide to the broader urban population.
Strengthening public policies for housing requires more than technical solutions—it
demands a holistic and deliberate shift in priorities towards inclusivity, equity, and long-
term sustainability.

This section explores a few key entry points to address Kinshasa’s housing challenges,
including updating outdated planning laws, combating corruption, and bridging financing
gaps. These measures emphasize the importance of aligning housing strategies with the
diverse and growing needs of the city’s population.

3.3.1 Update planning laws and responsibilities

The most recent urban plan for Kinshasa was approved in 1967.132 Many regulations

have not been updated since before independence, and others remain frozen on paper.
Developing a legal and regulatory framework that better outlines the responsibilities at
the different levels, from customary chiefs to local authorities, to the different national
ministries, can support a more coordinated response to address the housing challenges.
This does not mean paying large sums of money for the development of ambitious

but unimplementable master plans or projects to create new cities from scratch, as
administrations sometimes fall into the temptation of doing, but rather of engaging in the
“messy” but necessary effort of institution building.!*

Addressing this is extremely difficult, not just because of limits in capacity within the
public sector, but also because power over land planning and management is politically
contentious. Decentralization efforts, while necessary for effective urban planning, are
complicated and highly political.*** Granting certain decision-making responsibilities to
the local government level, for example, might mean giving more power to an opposition
party, which could potentially increase their influence in future elections. In addition,
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overlapping responsibilities between public authorities and traditional chiefs increase
the complexity of conducting legal reforms. Finally, undertaking such reforms will have to
be done with a careful understanding of other, informal relationships between different
actors, including elites and informal settlement dwellers, such as the ways in which
service delivery and electoral support have been negotiated in order to prevent further
dispossession of vulnerable groups.

In July 2024, the government presented plans to implement a new urban planning and
building code.*® This is a useful opportunity to work across levels to identify ways to
translate the new code from paper to action on the ground. International partners—from
UN-Habitat to bilateral and multilateral donors—can also provide important financial

and capacity support as part of their cooperation agreements with both governmental,
private, and civil society actors.

Furthermore, urban policymakers must address the fact that many residents rent and

this includes young urban dwellers in search of more diverse economic opportunities,

or those who wish to move back to rural areas. Formal housing policies tend to focus on
promoting homeownership, but schemes that combine incremental design or legalizing
backyard units with legal protections for renters can go a long way towards allowing more
flexible housing arrangements that better reflect the needs of urban dwellers.'3® South
Africa’s move to allow backyard rentals or refurbish inner city rental units'*” and Maputo
in Mozambique’s Casa Minha Nosso Bairro program to support smaller scale builders
represent promising steps towards allowing for a broader range of units that can better
reflect the needs and capacities of housing providers.!3

3.3.2. Strengthen anti-corruption and prevent land misuse

Access to housing is not just a poverty issue, but rather is a crisis driven by inequality
and exacerbated by financialization and state capture. Addressing these complex, and
often hidden, dynamics requires shedding light on the undue influence of economic and
political elites on land and urban development policy. Measures on transparency could
include increasing access to information on transactions, landowners, developers and
financing flows in the private and public sectors. International actors have a key role

to play in this regard through, for example, the protection of whistleblowers and social
justice activists, but also through efforts to fund further research into the links between
the global dynamics of housing financialization and national and local inequalities.
While beyond the scope of this paper, exploring successful examples of leveraging
technology to enhance transparency in financing flows and fund utilization in real estate
and urban development is a worthwhile avenue for further inquiry by human rights and
transparency advocates at local, national, and international levels.

3.3.3 Bridging the finance gap

Kinshasa, and the DRC as a whole, faces a significant mismatch between housing
investment needs and available public resources. Mobilizing substantial funds is critical,
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but the DRC continues to face a severe shortfall in financing, particularly climate
finance.’ Studies for the country’s Nationally Determined Contribution (NDC) estimate
its climate adaptation needs at USD 48.68 billion for 2020-2030 (approximately USD

4.8 billion annually), far exceeding what has been realized. This shortfall undermines
efforts to build resilience for vulnerable communities and families already bearing

the brunt of climate impacts. Furthermore, climate investments often have a limited
perspective on the role of housing in improving community resilience,** representing a
missed opportunity to strengthen efforts to protect communities in urban areas from the
consequences of climate change, such as flooding.

Given the wealth within the DRC, it is worth exploring ways in which revenues from
natural resources can be more equitably distributed among the population, and to
prevent excessive capital outflows from the country. Many countries have utilized
wealth taxes on resource-heavy industries, such as Norway with its sovereign wealth
fund.'** Additionally, one-off wealth taxes can serve as a temporary source of income,
while being more politically viable when framed as one-off, solidarity-driven measures.
This approach could be a feasible option for the DRC to go towards upgrading informal
dwellings and building housing designed for low-income residents. For instance, in April
2020, Uruguay established the COVID-19 Solidarity Fund (Fondo Solidario COVID-19) to
mobilize public resources for addressing the health crisis and mitigating the pandemic's
impacts.*2 The fund was financed through a short-term COVID-19 Health Emergency
Tax, applied to government income earners above UYU 120,000 (USD 30,000), including
a 20 percent contribution from top political officials. By January 2021, the government
reported raising USD 625 million. Private firms also contributed to the fund, although
the exact percentage remains unclear. In 2021, government spending from the fund was
projected to equal 1.7 percent of GDP, covering additional health expenses such as vaccine
procurement and medical supplies.

Finally, it is important to identify opportunities for the use of public policy and planning
tools to invest in combating housing inequalities directly. Initial projects on land use and
real estate taxation, in collaboration with international partners such as the World Bank,
the French Development Agency, the African Development Bank, and other bilateral
cooperation agencies, aim to reform land use systems and taxation.* Efforts in Freetown,
Sierra Leone to implement a property tax are expected to triple the city’s revenue.?*

A few cities in the DRC are now starting to receive support to implement property

tax reforms.'*> Howeuver, it will be crucial to ensure these reforms prioritize wealth
redistribution and investment in public services rather than exacerbating inequalities
through aggressive privatization. Efforts to require developers to contribute, for example,
whether financially or through the construction of public infrastructure, also exist in
countries like Ghana and Zimbabwe, but these efforts require substantial investments

in the capacity of public service. In this, bilateral and international partners—from the
World Bank to cooperation agencies—can also play a role in strengthening the ability of
governments (particularly at the local level) to capitalize on public investments, to ensure
that improvements in urban infrastructure benefit all city inhabitants, rather than just the
wealthy minority.
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Conclusion

The housing crisis in Kinshasa reflects broader systemic economic and governance challenges that
extend beyond urban development. Addressing housing inadequacy requires, among other things,
tackling the precarious labor market to raise incomes, diversifying the economy to create productive
opportunities, and improving conditions in other cities to balance urban migration. Without these
foundational changes, Kinshasa will continue to struggle under the weight of rapid population
growth, limited infrastructure, and stark socio-economic inequalities.

The city's current approach to urban development prioritizes attracting investment, often turning
land and housing into vehicles for wealth accumulation and political influence. This practice not
only diverts resources from essential services but also fosters "bunkerization," where a privileged
minority isolates itself in well-resourced enclaves while the majority live in precarious, underserved
conditions. These dynamics deepen inequalities, erode public trust, and perpetuate cycles of crisis.

Transforming this trajectory requires reimagining housing as a right rather than a commodity and
ensuring it serves as a foundation for inclusive urbanization. This means addressing structural
economic issues, embedding equity into policy and investment decisions, and committing to anti-
corruption reforms. Policy recommendations need to account for the complexity of the situation.
There is no single “silver bullet” solution. Instead, a thoughtful blend of policies is required to
address the multifaceted nature of the issue effectively.

Kinshasa's challenges underscore the urgent need to reclaim the right to the city for all its residents,
fostering a future where housing policies build resilience, reduce inequality, and enable equitable
urban growth. Lessons from Kinshasa can inform global efforts to tackle housing injustices in
rapidly urbanizing contexts, offering a blueprint for cities to become spaces of opportunity,
inclusion, and shared prosperity.
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