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IYSH·1987 

The Prime Minister of Sri Lanka, the Honourable R. 
Premadasa, initiated the movement at the UN General 
Assembly which led to 1987 being declared the 
International Year of Shelter for the Homeless. He 
agreed to be interviewed for World Health by Mr 
Manik de Silva, the Editor of the Colombo Daily News 

World Health : Mr Prime Minister, 
can you tell us briefly what inspired 
you to initiate the move to have 
1987 declared the UN International 
Year of Shelter for the Homeless? 
Prime Minister: I have grown up 
among the urban poor of Colombo. 
I have worked with them through
out my youth and adulthood. I have 
been inspired by them-by their 
struggle, creativity and humanity. 

Through the successful housing 
programmes implemented in Sri 
Lanka from 1977, I have come to 
believe that housing is the finest 
form of investment in human be
ings. It is this conviction that made 
me appeal to the 35th General 
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Assembly of the United Nations in 
1980 for an International Year to be 
devoted to Shelter for the Home
less. Let me quote a few lines from 
my address to the United Nations: 
"If we are able to give a solid house 
with a solid roof to each family, we 
will be providing them with not 
only a roof over their heads but also 
peace of mind, work, good health 
and more than anything else, a 
capacity to develop self-confidence. 
It is my belief that housing provides 
a key to the solution of several of 
these disabilities. The problem of 
housing ... is a global problem." 
WH: Can you also briefly explain 
for readers of World Health how 

Sri Lanka's "Million Houses Pro
gramme" was born and the pro
gress it has made? 
PM: Sri Lanka's Million Houses 
Programme was born out of two 
sources. The larger and more gen
eral source was what we call the 
"national mainstream," or the tra
ditional process of housing by indi
vidual families. The more immedi
ate source was the earlier Hundred 
Thousand Houses Programme from 
1978-83, which was successfully 
implemented and from which we 
learnt a great deal. Therefore, what 
is very important about its birth is 
that it was internally generated by 
critically evaluating our own na-
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tional experience. It was, I may say, 
a triumph in learning. 

The Million Houses Programme 
is a national shelter programme of 
both the private and public sectors, 
spread over six years from 1984 to 
1989. 

Progress-wise we are on target. 
In the two main sub-programmes 
focused on the rural and urban 
poor, which is the core, we have 
reached over 175,000 families dur
ing the last three years (1984-86). 
When you add the output of the 
other four sub-programmes, the to
tal works out to nearly 400,000 
families getting one of their basic 
needs satisfied. 
WH: It is safe to say that all coun
tries face the problem of people 
lacking adequate shelter, but cir
cumstances vary widely from one 
nation to another. Do you feel that 
the Million Houses Programme is 
replicable in other countries? 
PM: The philosophy and methods 
of the Million Houses Programme 
are certainly replicable, though I 
prefer the word " learning" to "re
plicable" . That is, it provides a 
great opportunity for others to re
flect and learn. Let me illustrate this 
with an example. We have found it 
much more productive to support 
the housing initiatives of poor 
families and communities than for 
the government simply to build 
houses. This is called support-based 

Left: "We have found it more produc
tive to support the housing initiatives 
of poor families than for the govern
ment simply to build houses." 
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The Honourable R. Premadasa, Prime 
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housing, and it is just like agricul
ture where farmers do the growing 
while governments create the 
necessary conditions. In this ap
proach, the family is in the centre of 
the development process. Family 
members make all the decisions, 
control the building and assume full 
responsibility for the product. 

Let us examine another popular 
myth- that housing is not economi
cally productive. On the contrary, 
we consider it highly productive, to 
the extent that it enhances human 
productivity, especially of the poor, 
and that it contributes to political 
stability. That myth, I think, has 
acted as a fetter in hindering more 
political commitment for housing. 
WH: Our particular interest is in 
the impact that the IYSH may have 
on public health, community health 
and individual health. Certainly 
there is a direct correlation between 
poorer housing and poorer health. 
Do you feel the Year can contribute 
directly towards improving health 
in the world? 
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Investing in human beings 

PM: I feel the Year can contribute 
immensely towards improving the 
primary health, particularly of the 
world's poor. How? Take the way 
in which we have linked primary 
health to the Million Houses. The 
link is achieved through the 4,500 
Village Level Development Coun
cils or Gramodaya Mandalayas. 
They constitute the lowest tier of 
local government. That is, they 
function at the base, which is closest 
to the point of action. 

Now the Village Level 
Gramodaya Health Centres, which 
are simple buildings for our -Family 
Health Workers to live and work 
from, are built by the Gramodaya 
Mandalayas using local materials 
and traditional technology. It is 
these same councils that select the 
poor families under the Million 
Houses Programme. The result is 
that we have mobilised thousands 
of small units to work from the 
bottom up on a preventive health 
programme, as opposed to the 
hierachy of hospitals which operate 
at the curative end. Do you not 
agree that a strategy based on such 
a largely spread network of units at 
the base, firmly committed to pre
ventive health, is capable of realis
ing significant trade-offs and di
vidends for primary health? 
WH: Of course. The slogan that 
WHO chose for World Health Day in 
1973 was " Health begins at home " , 
and by "home" or " shelter" is 
meant much more than simply a 
roof over one's head. It refers also 
to water supply and sanitation, a 
safe environment, the food that is 
available to a family and the quality 
of life in general. Do you feel confi
dent that the Year can raise aware
ness throughout the world about all 
these aspects of modern living, in 
addition to the basic need to house 
the homeless? 
PM: Indeed, I feel very confident 
that housing is infinitely more than 
a roof: housing is a catalyst and a 
stimulus for all the basic needs of 
food, clothing, health, association, 
communication and so forth. 

The home-garden provides basic 
food needs . Rest and protection 
enable people to work better and 
also to engage in home-based pro
duction. With the incomes earned, 
they buy their basic consumer 
needs including clothing. All this 
directly contributes to improved 
health and the environment. Let's 
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not forget the benefits to the child 
and the mother. The house is also a 
place in which people meet and 
communicate. So, in a very pal
pable sense, housing is more than 
mere shelter: it supports the very 
act of living itself. In other words, 
housing is central to all aspects of 
human development. 
WH: The charge is sometimes made 
that "International Years" raise 
awareness about a problem for just 
one year but then all impetus is lost. 
Do you think there is a risk of this 
happening in the case of IYSH? 
PM: I would say that IYSH is, in 
that sense, different from all previ
ous International Years. We were 
very conscious of that pitfall and, 
from the very start, conceived of it 
as a continuing process rather than 
a single year. It is in that spirit that 
the UN resolution calling for the 
International Year talks of "solving 
the housing problem of some of the 
homeless by the year 1987, and of 
all the homeless by the year 2000 " . 
We always perceived the Year as 
a process, which would gather 

momentum from within. The 
momentum would come with the 
renewal and increasing of political 
commitment to housing. I stressed 
this same point in my last address to 
the UN Commission for Human Set
tlements (uNCHS) at Istanbul last 
year, when I appealed for the Year 
to be transformed into a Decade for 
the Homeless. 
WH: What particular actions are 
planned by the UN within the 
framework of the Year? 
PM: The UN has designated the 
UNCHS or HABITAT, based in Nairobi, 
to act as the executing agency for 
IYSH. UNCHS held its lOth Session in 
Nairobi in April. This year also 
happens to be the lOth Anniversary 
of UNCHS since it was first set up in 
Vancouver. That special session 
was open to all countries whether 
they are members or not, and the 
issue discussed was ''A new agenda 
for housing." We were all able to 
learn from the important experi
ences of the past, and to arrive at a 
clear as well as a new set of positive 
strategies. Crucial to this exercise 
will be the renewal of moral and 
political commitment for housing as 
a means of helping the poor to 
change their own conditions. 

The groundwork for this new 
search is being laid both by govern-
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ments and non-governmental or
ganizations, through a widespread 
debate on the critical issues in rela
tion to concrete programmes and 
experiences. In this context, the Sri 
Lanka Million Houses Programme 
is a key candidate. 
WH: All too rapid urbanisation has 
led to the cancerous growth of slum 
areas throughout the Third World, 
accompanied by a whole host of 
health problems. In your view, 
what can realistically be done about 
this disturbing situation? 
PM: A great deal can be done. I am 
very optimistic. Again, let me 
answer with reference to what we 
did and how we did it. 

What we did was to look for the 
answer within the problem itself. 
We realised that the poor them
selves are the greatest resource for 
their own change. How? Take the 
slums and shanties themselves. 
Don't they reflect great human de
termination, ingenuity and creativ
ity? Does not a shanty settlement 
contain, behind its surface appear
ance, a huge reservoir of latent 
initiative and hope? This approach 
has worked wonderfully in the Mil
lion Houses Programme. It has re
leased unimaginable creative ener
gies and talents of poor human 
beings. This is why I spoke earlier 
of investing in human beings. All 
this time, we have been looking for 
solutions from outside the prob
lem-and you know the dead-end 
we had reached. 

I would like to stress two other 
points. First, boldness. Second, the 
need to think big. Boldness derives 
from one's deep faith in the peo
ple-in their sincerity, humanity 
and reasonableness. Programmes 
need to be rooted in the people and 
their culture. When we changed the 
housing policy in 1983, from the 
conventional approach of govern
ment as doer to government as 
supporter, we were boldly changing 
paradigms. We learnt most from 
"user families" themselves. Then, 
when we articulated the new pro
gramme, we thought big, meaning 
on a truly national scale. In other 
words, we had taken a leap in 
thought from petty projects to 
countrywide programmes. Thus we 
went to scale, and it paid off. Any 
development effort, worthy of its 
name, has to have these attributes 
of commitment, boldness and 
vision. • 
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What is IYSH? 
!though adequate shelter has 
been universally recognised 
as a basic right for more than 

a quarter of a century, the overall 
conditions of shelter and basic 
services for more than 1 ,000 mil
lion of the poor and disadvantaged 
in developing countries - and for 
a significant number in indus
trialised countries - is deteriorating 
alarmingly. Few governments to
day can claim to have national 
policies or programmes that effec
tively meet the basic shelter and 
related needs of their people, 
especially those of the poor and 
disadvantaged. 

Today, about one quarter of the 
world's population does not have 
adequate shelter; these people 
live in extremely unsanitary and 
unhealthy conditions . In the past 
24'' hours, not less than 50,000 
people have died from malnutri
tion and disease. much of it linked 
to inadequate shelter. water sup
ply and sanitation. Most of them 
were children. 

A Sri Lankan community takes in hand 
its own drainage. "Any development 
effort worthy of its name has to have 
these attributes of commitment. bold
ness and vision. " 
Photo W HO 

Some 1 00 million .people have 
no shelter whatsoever. They sleep 
in the streets, under bridges, in 
vacant lots and doorways. it is not 
uncommon for more than 1 ,000 
men, women and children to de
pend on a single standpipe tap for 
their water supply. And as many 
as 85 per cent of residents in a 
squatter settlement may have no 
access at all to human waste dis
posal facilities. 

lt was to focus attention on this 
situation that the UN General As
sembly proclaimed 1987 as the 
International Year of Shelter for 
the Homeless. 

IYSH is not just a specific year 
but a programme of action before, 
during and after 1987. lt is based 
on an awareness that the poor and 
disadvantaged will build a greater 
part of the housing they need with 
their own hands. The philosophy 
behind the IYSH, therefore, is to 
secure renewed political commit
ment and effective action within 
and among nations to help the 
millions of poor, all over the world, 
to build or improve their shelter 
and neighbourhoods to such a 
degree that- by the year 2000- it 
will be possible to integrate them 
into the process of economic 
development. • 
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