
Vancouver 1976 – back to the future

•	 In his opening statement at the conference, Mr. Kurt Waldheim, Secretary-General of the United Nations, 
indicated that “one third or more of the entire urban population of the developing world lives in slums and 
squatter settlements”. 

•	 The Secretary-General of the Conference, Mr. Enrique Peñalosa, responded that, “the paramount question 
was whether urban growth would continue to be a spontaneous chaotic process or be planned to meet the 
needs of the community”.  

•	 The outcome documents of the Conference include a Declaration of Principles (the Vancouver Declaration 
on Human Settlements) as well as recommendations for national action and international cooperation. 

The Vancouver Declaration
•	 The Vancouver Declaration starts with a preamble stating that “unacceptable human settlements 

circumstances are likely to be aggravated by inequitable economic growth and uncontrolled urbanization, 
unless positive and concrete action is taken at national and international levels”.  

•	 The first action is to “adopt bold, meaningful and effective human settlement policies and spatial planning 
strategies (...) considering human settlements as an instrument and object of development”.  

•	 Among the general Principles, the Conference advocated improving the quality of life through more 
equitable distribution of development benefits, planning and regulating land use, protecting the 
environment, integrating women and youth, and rehabilitating people displaced by natural and man-made 
catastrophes. 

•	 In the Guidelines for action, various elements of a human settlements policy are defined.  Focus is placed 
on harmonious integration, reduction of disparities between rural and urban areas, orderly urbanization, 
progressive minimum standards and community participation.  

•	 The Declaration states that “adequate shelter and services are a basic human right” and that “governments 
should assist local authorities to participate to a greater extent in national development”. 

•	 The Declaration strongly emphasizes that “the use and tenure of land should be subject to public 
control”.

The Vancouver Action Plan
•	 The substantive outcomes of the first Habitat Conference are a series of 64 recommendations for National 

Action and a 44-page “Action Plan”.  These recommendations are organized in six sections.  
•	 Sections A (Settlements policies and strategies) and E (Public Participation) have become almost self-

evident.  While the proposed policies devote exaggerated importance to population distribution, public 
participation could be seen as the cradle of the future good governance paradigm of the 1990s.  

•	 Section F (Institutions and management) implicitly recommends the creation of Human Settlements 
Ministries and of specialized financial institutions.  This occurred in many countries, with mixed results. It 
also called for enabling legislation, but not public-private partnerships.

•	 The real substance of the Vancouver Action Plan rests in sections B (Settlement Planning), C (Shelter, 
infrastructure and services) and D (land).

•	 In section B we find a mix of the old-fashioned top-down spatial planning and visionary forward-looking 
statements.  All kinds of planning are advocated, from national to neighbourhood levels, even for rural, 
temporary and “mobile” settlements!  But the improvement of existing settlements is not forgotten. 
Special attention “should be paid to undertaking major clearance operations only when conservation and 
rehabilitation are not feasible and relocation measures are made”.  The word “slums” does not appear, but 
the idea of participatory slum upgrading is there.  



•	 The next recommendation on urban expansion calls for legislation and institutions to manage land 
acquisition and development, for securing fiscal and financial resources, and integrated development of 
basic services.  Reconstruction after disasters is also emphasized as both a challenge and an opportunity 
“to reconcile the meeting of immediate needs with the achievement of long-term goals”.  But the question 
“who are/should be the planners” is not addressed (partnerships are not yet on the agenda) and the link 
to implementation and management is missing.  

•	 Section C carries 18 recommendations representing the core of the Action Plan. While some financial 
recommendations are clearly outdated (regulate the flow of financial resources, develop new budgetary 
techniques), its recommendations on the construction industry and the informal sector are still very valid. 
Among the identified priority areas are: “ensuring security of land tenure for unplanned settlements, and 
providing sites and services specifically for construction by the informal sector”.  

•	 Excellent recommendations are also made on National Housing Policies (provide serviced land on a partial 
or total subsidized basis, make rental alternatives available, promote aided self-help) and Infrastructure 
Policies (use pricing policies for improving equity in access, minimize adverse environmental impact, 
give priority to safe water supply and hygienic waste disposal, favour mass transportation and energy 
efficiency).

•	 Section D on land may appear as the most obsolete part of the Action Plan. It starts by stating that 
“private land ownership contributes to social injustice”, and that “public control of land use is therefore 
indispensable”.  It advocates a very pro-active land policy based on zoning, land reserves, compensated 
expropriation, redistributive property taxes, the recapturing of excessive land profits resulting from 
public investment, and public ownership wherever appropriate.  It also encourages the establishment of 
comprehensive land information systems.

Beyond Vancouver 1976
•	 In fact sections C and D could be positively compared with the strategies in the Habitat Agenda to provide 

adequate shelter for all (paras. 60-98).  Governments moved from the Keynesian consensus of 1976 to 
the market-driven paradigms of 1996 (“enabling markets to work”) and have since moved from the Cold 
War era and the New International Economic Order to a globalizing world with more opportunities and 
risks. It is a world in which national action is more constrained than it was in 1976. This evolution had a 
direct impact on human settlements policies, strategies and practices around the world.
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