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Abstract: 
 
Urban civil society can provide a motor for social change and in a post-war Angola a potential space for 
building national consensus and inter-ethnic reconciliation. The paper points out however, that the 
urban poor in Angola suffer increasing social exclusion that risks inhibiting their full participation in a 
post war recovery. The urban poor have been denied access to the benefits and access to the means 
necessary to pull themselves out of poverty. The poor depend on high priced parallel market loans and 
have little or no access to credit as means to improve their livelihoods, while the elite have had access 
to bank loans at concessional interest rates and subsidised foreign exchange. The poor living in peri-
urban musseques pay many times more for water and other essential services than those living in the 
cement city, meaning they consume less and the resulting hygiene and health statistics are now some 
of the worst in the world. War displaced families arriving in the urban areas having lost everything 
including their documents are denied their rights as citizens to educate their children if  they do not 
posses an identity card. Most of residents in peri-urban districts of Luanda have no clear legal title to 
the land that they occupy. They are at risk of expropriation by commercial developers or the state with 
out legal recourse or appropriate financial compensation. Pro-poor urban development strategies on the 
other hand need to be developed and mainstreamed. Donors should promote programmes that 
promote good governance, civic participation and democratisation at the provincial, municipal and local 
levels. 
 
 
 
Urban Roots of Civil Society: 
 
Angolan civil society is today emerging as a national movement, from its roots in the 
intellectual and professional circles in the main cities, providing a space for building national 
consensus and inter-ethnic reconciliation in a post-war Angola. It is beginning to link with peri-
urban community associations, NGOs and churches in the musseques  (informal settlements). 
But much remains to be done to develop grassroots, peri-urban civil society, and Angola’s 
peri-urban populations are living in overcrowded and unhealthy conditions, with few 
possibilities to improve their situation.  
 
The paper argues that the urban poor in Angola suffer increasing social exclusion that inhibits 
their full participation in a post war recovery. They have been denied access to the means to 
pull themselves out of poverty. The poor depend on high priced parallel market loans and 
have little or no access to credit as means to improve their livelihoods. In the years since the 
1991 “liberalisation” the elite’s wealth has been built on privileged access to bank credit and 
foreign exchange at concessional rates. The poor living in peri-urban musseques pay many 
times more for water and other essential services than those living in the cement city, meaning 
they consume less and the resulting hygiene and health statistics are now some of the worst 
in the world. War displaced families arriving in the urban areas having lost everything including 
their documents are denied their rights as citizens to educate their children if they do not 
posses an identity card. Three quarters of the residents in several of the peri-urban districts of 
Luanda studied have no clear legal title to the land that they occupy. They are at risk of 
expropriation by commercial developers or the state with out legal recourse or appropriate 
financial compensation.  
 



Pro-poor urban development strategies supported by international donors can help redress 
these problems of social exclusion. The Angolan Government has taken the initiative in 
launching programmes for decentralisation and building capacities of local administrations. Aid 
agencies should support these and widen them to promote good governance civic 
participation and democratisation at the provincial, municipal and local levels. Some current 
urban pilot-programmes that have been developed during the last few years demonstrate how 
urban poverty can be alleviated by building relationships between civil society and local levels 
of government and by adopting appropriate development tools and strategies. Building on 
lessons learned from these experiences and promoting government buy-in can be an effective 
strategy for post war urban poverty reduction. 
 
 
Urbanisation; a weapon of war 
 
The ongoing war in Angola over four decades has had an urbanising affect on Angola’s 
population. Forced urbanisation is a chorology of forced displacement and has been used by 
all parties as a weapon of war dating back to the colonial Portuguese army’s "protected 
strategic settlements – Aldeamentos",  to post independence insurgents’ rural destabilisation 
to the more recent Government counter-insurgency operations. Urban populations growth has 
accelerated rapidly by a combination of push and pull factors but largely because the cities of 
the “littoral” and particularly Luanda were and continue to be seen as relative safe havens 
from instability and insecurity. Urban growth continued unabated even during the periods of 
ceasefire and relative security, when roads opened to the besieged provincial cities, families 
often used these “windows of opportunity” to move themselves and moveable resources to the 
safety of the capital or coastal towns. In the context of Post War recovery, it could be expected 
that an anticipated cessation of hostilities which will eventually allow the free movement of 
people and goods could allow not only better access of humanitarian supplies to presently 
inaccessible parts of the country, but also at least a limited reverse flow of people and 
resources towards the urban poles.  
 
Table 1    Six Decades of Urban Growth 
 

Data Luanda Huambo Namibe Benguela 

19401      61.000   16.000     4.926   14.000 
19601    224.000   38.000     7.963   23.000 
19701    480.613   61.885   12.076   40.996 
1978    738.0002    
1983    923.2631    
1985 1.138.0003    59.5084 219.0005 
1988     90.0006 225.0007 
1991 1.538.779 300.0008  300.0009 
1995 2.100.00010   355.00011 
1997    115.00012  
2000 3.276.99113 300.00014  120.49215 469.36516 

                                                 
1 Census Data from respective years  
2 Núñez (1981)  
3 UNICEF (1991) 
4 Estimates from Centro de Planificação Física do Namibe 
5 World Bank, 1991 
6 Estimates from Comissariado Municipal do Namibe 
7 UNICEF (1991) citando um censo provincial 
8 Calculated from local data supplied by UNICEF (1991), Minter (1989) & Tvedten (1997) .  
9 World Bank (1991) e UNICEF (1991). 
10 Dar al Handasah (1996) & Governo Provincial de Luanda.   
11 Burnside International (1997)   
12 Estimates considering (1) that the nº total de habitants will be 115.000 and (2)  



De-concentration and the Peace Dividend 
 
It is unlikely that a return of war displaced urban settlers and a de-concentration in the cities 
will be part of the peace dividend. While some of the newly displaced may willingly return to 
their rural places of origin, experience has shown that once rural-urban migrants have spent 
more than two agricultural seasons off of their lands the probability of their return falls below 
half. As time passes the probability decreases exponentially. It is unlikely that peace will 
therefore bring a massive return to the countryside and de-population of the cities as 
Government planners hope for. Nor is it likely that resettlement schemes forcibly decongesting 
urban centres will result in anything other than serious social unrest and new civic conflict. 
Programmes for rural infrastructural rehabilitation must be high priorities but will take many 
years to implement. Plans for artificial growth poles resurrected from Soviet-era archives are 
almost guaranteed future expensive white elephants that will draw away needed capital from 
the serious rehabilitation programmes. Already these “dusted-off” projects are being given 
priority by the planners in their post-war reconstruction programmes.  
 
 
Elites versus the Urban Poor 
 
Many NGO practitioners and development theorists have assumed that displaced populations 
develop “survival strategies” based on the principles of family and kinship solidarity and tend 
to resettle in ethnically homogeneous groups. Many humanitarian projects are designed on 
this premise and  “community” beneficiaries are expected to participate accordingly in a way 
that should demonstrate this “solidarity”. Too often “communities” fail to meet our 
expectations. Recent research of Development Workshop and ADRA in Luanda, Huambo and 
Lubango has questioned this prevailing urban myth of solidarity (Here in the City, Robson & 
Roque, 2002). The study demonstrates that levels of social capital are low. Kinship, ethnic and 
geographic solidarity have been eroded by war, forced migration and the severe difficulties of 
peri-urban life. 
 
The study shows that new urban skills must be learned quickly and the real value of kinship 
and rural networks that the new migrant brings is access to information and advice from 
relatives and former friends who have settled in the city earlier. The extreme poverty of the 
majorities living in the city means that there are few resources to share with the new arrivals 
and certainly no space to accommodate new arrivals for more than a short time in the 
precarious shelters where most of the urban poor live. Information and urban knowledge is 
however a valuable commodity and normally given willingly (with the motivation of 
unburdening the host of his/her kinship obligations of hospitality as quickly as possible). A high 
priority of the host is the relocation of the new migrant to a plot where they can build a 
rudimentary shelter of their own. Due to high densities of existing settlements this will normally 
mean the further displacement of the migrant to the furthest margins of the city and means 
that solidarity networks become further weakened by distance.  
 
Information essential to the new migrant for survival in the city can be in the form of advice on 
entering the informal retail market. Advice may include: where to obtain short-term (normally 
high interest) loan to buy commodities for resale; which commodities to sell; and when to sell 
them. Retailing in the informal sector market is the principal “coping mechanism” for the urban 
poor in Luanda. The informal market is dominated by women, many of them heads of 
households and a large portion of them originally migrants to the city. While entry into the 
informal market economy is open to anyone, regardless of their level of literacy or previous 

                                                                                                                                                        
13 Estimate of Instituto Nacional de Estatística 
14 Calculated on the basis of field data collected by Development Workshop from local administration and local 
NGOs.   
15 Estimates from 1988 to 1997  
16 Governo da Província de Benguela – Gabinete de Estudos, Planeamento e Estatística. 



experience, those who succeed need to acquire business skills and sufficient capital to build 
sustainable micro-enterprises. While the economy of high inflation prevents capital 
accumulation it ironically helps build numeracy in those who must almost daily recalculate 
mark-ups, profit margins and exchange rates. Only those of the elite with privileged access 
have been able to get bank loans for business ventures. The poor, arguably, are “poor risks” 
since they can guarantee no collateral. The poor therefore are obliged to pay extremely high 
interest rates to parallel market money dealers for very short term loans, often leaving them in 
chronic debt.   
 
Table 2   Scope of Urban Employment in the Informal Economy17 

(Mainly Informal Sector) 

Adapted from Hodges, Angola from Afro-Stalanism t

Development Workshop in 1993 pioneered the first intervention o
the informal sector in Luanda. The DW programme has grown
entrepreneurs and to date has made loans valued at over $1.5 
this programme is group lending, originally developed by the G
Social solidarity is not taken for granted but actually engend
training solidarity groups and building experience through suc
eventually larger scale loans which are mutually guaranteed by 
By the end of 2001 the project had attained a 98% payback 
commercial banks. The socio-economic impact on poor househ
number of other micro-credit initiatives have been undertaken us
such as CARE and Rede da Mulher and by the Ministry for Wo
and UNDP. 
 
The pilot work undertaken by NGOs in the micro-finance sector
on Government thinking and policy development. New legislation
enacted and commercial banks are beginning to set up departm
loans to small scale and even micro-entrepreneurs. There ar
micro-finance will be main-streamed as a strategy for ur
implications of scaling up the sector however have not been ye
will need to be addressed are: 
                                                 
17 The INE study found that the majority of those employed in the informal secto
in petty trading, where barriers to entry, skills & capital were low. 51% of urban 
member engaged in informal sector trading; this accounted for 55% of urban ho
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ate, much better than most 
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egulating the sector is being 
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 increasing indications that 
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particularly women were engaged 
milies had at least one family 
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• lack of specialisation, over-saturation in a small number of informal sector activities 
• increasing competition between micro-entrepreneurs within a limited market may erode 

profitability 
• low basic education levels particularly of women entrepreneurs means training and 

business skill development becomes expensive 
• feminisation of household debt adding greater burdens on women who already carry a 

large part of the household productive and reproductive loads 
• exclusion from political processes of decision making about how the market will be 

regulated. 
• the formalisation of the informal economy brings with it added burdens and costs such 

as fees and taxes that can reduce profitability and restrict informal strategies of shifting 
products, geographic location and staffing in line with market changes. 

 
 
Sustainable Community Services 
 
Conventional wisdom of urban planners, argues that investment in urban services should first 
be made in those parts of the city housing the well-to-do who can afford to pay for those 
services and generate income that will ”trickle-down” for investment in services for those 
poorer parts of the city who’s residents have little capacity to pay.  Institutions like the World 
Bank have therefore developed strategies based on the “affordability model” and promote the 
idea that costs of urban services need to be recoverable from consumers and eventually pay 
for themselves. Some international institutions promote the idea that the private sector can 
deliver services more cost effectively than either the local municipalities or parastatal 
enterprises.  
 
Development Workshop was asked by the World Bank in 1995 to carry out a study of urban 
communities who would eventually benefit from their planned Luanda Infrastructure 
Rehabilitation Project. The study involved an analysis of the existing informal water market 
and the communities’ willingness to pay for services or participate in the programme in other 
ways. More than 50% of Luanda’s population, and most who live in the musseques, do not 
have access to piped water. At independence, the informal musseque bairros were served by 
over 300 community water stand-posts. The Government’s policy of providing water at no cost 
to the musseques meant that there was no funding available for maintenance and at the time 
of the study only 6 standposts were still operational. The peri-urban and musseque population 
is forced to pay extremely high prices for (often untreated) water pumped from the Bengo river 
and distributed by tanker trucks to informal sellers in the various bairros, who sell the water in 
turn by the bucket full from underground storage tanks in their courtyards. The system is an 
example of how the private sector has stepped-in to provide an essential service that the state 
has failed to deliver. However, the costs are very high, due to the extreme inefficiency of 
delivering water to the bairros by tanker truck rather than by pipe. The public health risks are 
also very high since water is often not treated at the source and can be contaminated at the 
point where buckets are used to draw water from the private sellers household cisterns. DW’s 
study of the water market was even more revealing. It demonstrated that musseque residents 
were accustomed to paying up to 10,000 times more for water to the private sellers than the 
well-to-do in the cement city were paying for treated water piped to their household taps by the 
provincial water company. Ironically the poor were far more accustomed to pay dearly for 
services than the rich. DW was therefore able to argue to the Government and the World Bank 
that the poor musseque districts of Luanda should be given priority in their infrastructural 
project based on their own criteria of willingness-to-pay. The study further demonstrated that 
$35,000,000 per year was paid by the urban poor for purchasing water, and that much of this 
income could eventually be recovered in water fees if a just set of tariffs were set at equitable 
prices for all consumers.  
 



Development Workshop, with the help of several donors including the British, Swedish and 
Canadian Governments, was over several years able to rebuild a network of 220 community 
water standposts in partnership with the provincial water company EPAL  by repairing and 
extending the old network. A mechanism of community management was developed based on 
elected water committees elected from approximately one hundred families served by each 
standpost. Fees were paid by consumers and collected by the water committee to cover 
maintenance costs and to pay EPAL to supply the water. EPAL became an interested 
stakeholder and motivated to guarantee the water supply and maintain the network. Users 
acquired for the first time a sense of their rights as consumers. The programme has the 
potential to became a forum or interface between local administration, service providers and 
communities to deal with civic issues that go beyond the right of access to basic services. 
Community representatives who emerge through resident’s committees, school committees 
and associations are likely to be the local leaders and municipal council members of future 
democratic local governments when they are elected as part of the Government’s planned 
decentralisation reforms.  
 
Land is emerging as the most critical flash point of conflict as displaced persons seek 
settlement sites in both rural and urban districts alike and will undoubtedly become more acute 
in a post conflict period. For the first time since independence a commercial real-estate market 
is formalising itself (an informal market has existed for years).  The Government has offered 
major land concessions to commercial developers; many of them international companies, to 
develop joint- venture residential and industrial complexes (mainly in the South of Luanda).  
 
For the urban poor, with no access to banking or savings institutions, the acquisition of a 
housing plot and subsequent construction of a residence is the only means of accumulation of 
any form of wealth. Thus real-estate, particularly housing plots in one of the urban-centre 
musseques such as Sambizanga, Boavista or Rocha Pinto which are close to places of 
employment and have a high and increasing intrinsic value.  Under the Angolan Constitution of 
1976, land became the property of the State. Even under pre-independence Portuguese law, 
most land was held under concession titles from the colonial state and the form of land title 
was not altered significantly in subsequent laws (most recent 1992). Unfortunately, regulatory 
by-laws have not been put in place since independence to manage urban lands nor have the 
institutions of local government been reinforced to administer or allocate land to the rapidly 
growing urban population. The population of Luanda has grown eight fold since independence 
and most of the settlement and housing plot acquisition has been through the informal land 
market. Only a small percentage of settlers have acquired full legal titles to the land that they 
occupy, however most consider themselves free-from-threat due to the laissez-faire attitude 
engendered by the inability of state administration to facilitate land registration. The urban 
poor are therefore left in a position of extreme vulnerability with weak tenure rights over the 
land that they occupy.  
 
In the process of urban economic development, the demand for plots in the centre of the city 
combined with the upgrading of services results in increasing land values. In the natural 
process of “gentrification” of residential districts the poor often trade off easy access to 
employment against financial gains by selling their plots close to the centre and migrating to 
the periphery where lands are cheaper. One-off profits can be substantial for poor families. 
Therefore land and housing (particularly well located) represent accumulated wealth for the 
poor that can be converted to cover a family emergency or invested in a child’s education, or a 
business venture. Lack of legal title guaranteeing security of tenure seriously undermines the 
well-being of poor families and puts at risk one of their principal crisis-coping mechanisms. 
Mass expropriation of lands occupied by poor urban families, with inadequate financial 
compensation, is becoming a new feature post conflict urban development in Angola.  Often 
projects involve joint venture, state-private sector partnerships, where foreign capital is 
invested to upgrade services and hence significantly increase the land value. While many of 
the projects offer alternative settlement sites beyond the city periphery the urban-poor-
displaced lose out on the premium benefits or profits that they would normally gain in the 



course of urban gentrification or upgrading. The alienation of the urban poor from lands that 
they have lived and worked on for many years is likely to produce serious civic conflict in the 
years to come, unless the Government develops policies which recognise customary and 
existing occupational rights.    
 
 
Assisting Reconstruction and Civic Development 
 
Reconstruction must be the focus of development planning in the post-war phase. 
Reconstruction has to include peri-urban areas that are likely to remain a permanent reality, 
providing shelter and livelihoods for a major part of the Angolan population.  “Reconstruction” 
cannot imply rebuilding the cities on pre-war models. The peri-urban areas were not there on 
such a scale 25 years ago. So they represent a new challenge for the post war reconstruction 
period.  
 
Post-war international donor assistance programmes must include an important component of 
rebuilding government capacity (at various levels) as well as capacity of grassroots civil 
society. These capacities are essential for a functioning society, and have been eroded 
heavily in Angola during the years of war.  Bairro residents committees, parents and teacher 
associations, water management committees, micro-credit solidarity groups that ensure 
community participation and sustainability of programmes will also provide forums for 
democratic decision making and platforms for citizens or consumers to negotiate their rights of 
access to resources necessary for survival and development. Well-designed programmes of 
transition will provide opportunities for civic leadership to emerge, leaders who will inevitably 
play roles in local government when anticipated democratic reforms are put in place. 
 
 
 
Allan Cain   Director of Development Workshop,  Luanda, Angola 

allan.dwang@angonet.org 
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