Preface: Housing in Global Cities

Housing has always been a problem in cities, especially large cities.  For hundreds of years, poor districts in European and American cities were widely known for the wretched condition of their housing.  Slums and ghettos became the focus of writers and reformers (think Charles Dickens and Jacob Riis).  Rural to urban migration has fueled the expansion of informal housing and squatter settlements, vast areas of which spread at the fringes (and even multiple in the centers) of cities around the world.  In some developing cities, large majorities of the population live in these conditions: 85 percent of the populations of Cairo and Addis Ababa lived in informal housing in the 1990s, and even today more than half the population of some Asian cities lives in slums.  Cities in the developed world have not resolved their housing problems either.  Although few have the same squatter settlements common in developing cities, they continue to face the difficulty of housing poor people with limited incomes.  Public housing in the United States, which was intended to address low-income housing needs, is considered largely a failure, and some immigrant neighborhoods in the most advanced global cities continue to be distinguished by the substandard condition of their housing.  Housing, in short, has been and continues to be one of the great problems confronting cities.
How can we explain this and what can be done about it?  We cannot blame it on a lack of technology or know-how.  Building adequate housing is fairly simple.  We know how to build very safe, comfortable, convenient buildings, ranging from a simple single family home to towering skyscrapers and everything in between.  At base, the problem of housing urban residents boils down to a lack of adequate income and inability to pay.  Even in poor countries, people with decent incomes can secure adequate housing.  Large cities everywhere have residential zones with spectacular houses and increasingly downtown areas are home to luxurious apartment buildings.  Large tracts of comfortable middle class houses encircle most American cities, and developing cities can almost always boast of areas with similarly comfortable homes for higher income groups.  Even formerly working class areas surrounding downtowns have seen waves of gentrification, whereby middle and upper income groups take over older buildings (previously considered rundown and undesirable) and transform them into the most desirable of urban dwellings.
The problem, therefore, would seem to be poverty and inequality, complicated by the fact that globalization (whatever its other beneficial effects) may increase real estate values in and around the downtown areas of global cities, thus making it even more difficult for wage earners at the bottom end of the scale to afford adequate housing.  Although this problem is not new to cities, globalization seems to have made it more widespread, as those wage earners at the top of the global pay scale spend the resources on housing, thus driving up prices for everyone.
This intensification of the traditional problems of housing the poor highlights the institutional difficulties faced by both developed and developing cities: what can governments do to facilitate the housing of the poor?  There is, of course, an argument that says that governments only complicate the problem, and we will see examples of that.  Regulations may be overly restrictive, impeding developers from building homes when there is a market; governments may also allow problems to fester, either by encouraging squatter settlements, by forcibly removing them, or by delaying the completion of projects designed to remedy housing shortages that cause them.  There is also an argument which says that the private sector has never been able to provide adequate housing for the poor; even when the market “works,” the poor are left with substandard housing, thus leading us back to the argument that it is inadequate incomes at the root of the housing problem: people get the housing they can pay for, and if they cannot pay for very much, that is exactly what they get.  Even if this is a market “solution,” for many it is an inadequate one.
If there is something distinctively global about housing in today’s cities, it may be found in efforts to draw in global capital to solve local housing problems.  Traditionally, housing was a local concern.  Even national housing programs proceeded under the assumption that paying for housing was fundamentally a national problem, not something to be solved by foreign direct investment.  But in those cases (so abundant in the global cities) where neither local nor state nor national governments can provide a solution, it is not surprising that we should see efforts to enlist the considerable power of global capital to house the poor.  Rising real estate markets may traditionally pose problems for the poor, but might they be harnessed to the poor’s advantage through enlightened policy arrangements to allow cross-subsidizing of low-income housing?  Can international expertise in the form of non-governmental organizations be brought to bear on the problem?  Can property rights be designated in ways that help rather than harm the poor as they attempt to improve their own housing situation?

In this section of the course, look for the ways that globalization has affected housing for both the upper and lower ends of the income scale and what governments have attempted to do to encourage the benefits of economic growth associated with globalization to manifest themselves in terms of better housing.
