
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. • 
W oRLD HEALTH, July 1987 

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. " 
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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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