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You thought
upgrading a slum
was just a matter of
paving a few lanes
and laying a few
drainage pipes?
THINK AGAIN!

a conversation
about
upgrading at
Bang Bua
For a few days in September, 2008, a team of 14 people who are working with the UN-Habitat’s Slum
Upgrading Facility (SUF), visited Bangkok to spend some time learning about CODI and its Baan
Mankong Community Upgrading Program, which is being implemented in 240 cities around the country.

The SUF team was headed by Ruth McLeod, an old ACHR friend and supporter from Homeless
International, who is just coming to the end of her three-year term as SUF advisor on slum upgrading
finance.  The others were housing finance professionals from the national management teams in the four
countries where SUF is being piloted:  Ghana, Tanzania, Sri Lanka and Indonesia.  In these four
countries, the SUF is working with governments, slum communities and local financial institutions to find
new ways to mobilize investments for slum upgrading in which slum dwellers themselves are the key
actors and key implementers.  Its objective is to develop, test and apply new and innovative means of
financing pro-poor urban development with a strong emphasis on the mobilization of domestic capital.

While they were in Bangkok, the SUF team visited several community upgrading projects that are
underway around the city, and talked with the community people who are planning and building these
projects.  One of their visits was to the large upgrading project being undertaken by a network of 12
squatter communities along the 13-kilometer length of the Bang Bua canal, in Northern Bangkok.  This
report describes the lively exchange that took place during that visit to Bang Bua - an exchange between
an international team of professionals who are struggling to find ways to support community-driven
upgrading, and a group of community people who are actually doing it.

The Baan Mankong Community Upgrading Program was
launched by the Thai government in January 2003, as
part of its efforts to address the housing problems of the
country’s poorest urban citizens.  The program channels
government funds, in the form of extremely flexible infra-
structure subsidies and soft housing and land loans, di-
rectly to poor communities, which collectively plan and
carry out improvements to their housing, environment,
basic services and tenure security, using budgets which
they manage themselves.

Instead of delivering housing units to individual poor fami-
lies or bringing in a few standardized infrastructural im-
provements, the Baan Mankong Program (which means
“Secure housing” in Thai) puts Thailand’s slum commu-
nities (and their community networks) at the center of a
process of developing long-term, comprehensive solu-
tions to problems of land and housing in Thai cities.

Under this unconventional program, which is being imple-
mented by the Community Organizations Development
Institute (a public organization under the Ministry of So-
cial Development and Human Security), poor communi-
ties develop their upgrading plans in close collaboration
with their local governments, professionals, universities
and NGOs.

About Baan Mankong :
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A little background
on the upgrading of

Klong Bang Bua
About 3,400 families live in the 12 informal settlements which line the 13 kilometer stretch of
Bangkok’s Bang Bua Canal (canals are called “klongs” in Thai), many of them vendors,
laborers and daily-wage workers.  After almost a century of living in insecurity, with the daily
risk of fires and eviction, and facing constant accusations of polluting the canal, the people living
along the Bang Bua canal joined hands with the Baan Mankong Program to upgrade their
communities and secure their land tenure.

This was Bangkok’s first-ever case of public land being leased
to a network of canal-side squatter communities :

Klong Bang Bua was the first network of canal communities in Bangkok to successfully negotiate
a long-term lease to the public land they occupy, which is under Treasury Department owner-
ship.  This lease could never have been negotiated by a single community, which has no
bargaining power.  But as a network of 12 communities, and with the “network power” support
of the city-wide network of 200 canal-side communities in Bangkok, Bang Bua was able to
convince the authorities that redeveloping their communities in the same place is good for the
people and good for the city as a whole.

The 30-year renewable lease is key to long-term tenure security to these communities.  After
long negotiations, the people bargained the Treasury Department down to a rental rate of
about 1 Baht per square meter per month, with adjustment for inflation every 5 years.  This
means that each family will pay between 40 and 70 Baht (US - 3) in land rent every month,
depending on the size of their house.  Each family pays the cooperative, which then makes a
collective payment to the Treasury Department.

Besides new houses and infrastructure in the community, the canal is also getting a face lift and
a brand-new, tree-lined, 6-meter lane along its edge, built partly on the swampy edges where
houses used to perch, and partly on land reclaimed by the District Authorities in the canal.  This
new canal-side walkway will provide access to the communities along the canal and  enable
fire-trucks to enter the slum in an emergency.  Though it will be open to motorbikes and cycles,
the community people see this walkway as an important pedestrian amenity, providing space
for children to play, people to visit and vending carts to sell their food and wares.

For years, the Bang Bua communities have held regular canal-cleaning jamborees, used
unconventional organic “E.M.” compost and water plants to bring the water in the canal back
to life, set up grease-trap waste-water filters in all the kitchens and continue to negotiate with
upstream polluters to reduce toxic effluents in the canal.  Eventually, when the upgrading work
is finished, the communities have plans to set up a traditional “floating market” on the canal.

All these activities, which have been strategically planned with other Bangkok canal networks,
are ways of demonstrating to the city that these canal-side communities are not polluters but are
an important asset to the city in its efforts to maintain its canal system.

With good collaboration from the two district authorities (Bang Ken and Laksi) on either side of
the canal, the nearby Sripathum University and CODI, the 12 communities along Klong Bang
Bua formed a network, started savings groups, prepared plans for redeveloping their settle-
ments and revitalizing their canal and formed a cooperative society.  In the process, the Bang
Bua communities have become the city’s ally in revitalizing and cleaning this important canal.

Samaki Ruam Jai was the first of the Bang Bua communities to begin rebuilding, in December
2004.  Since then, two other communities (Chumchon Bang Bua and Saphan Mai 1) have
begun and almost completed work on their reblocking and upgrading projects.  The network
has plans for all 12 communities along the canal to be fully upgraded within three years.
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Khun Gomeen (Bang Bua community member) :   Fifty or sixty years ago, when we first came here, the
canal was so clean and full of fish and clams and shrimp.  All you had to do was scoop a bucket into the water and
it would come up full of shrimp!  Even 20 years ago, we used the canal water for washing, swimming and bathing.
We even used the canal water for drinking, but we had to boil it first.  The canal was a resource - we got a lot of
our food from the water.  And not only us:  there are 1,060 canals like this in Bangkok, and there used to be three
times that many.

We started our organizing process in Bang Bua about 15 years ago, and we began with the issue of the canal,
which had become so black and polluted by then.  When the communities along Klong Bang Bua set up a
network, we focused on environmental conditions of the canal.  We started with six communities on the Bang Ken
District side of the canal, and three communities on the Laxi District side of the canal.  The network committee was
made up of three representatives from each of the nine communities, and this first committee’s job was to
coordinate about how to solve the water problems.

Our first Bang Bua Network project was to bring back people’s awareness of the canal and its importance, and
to to start dealing with the problem of people throwing garbage and discharging their toilets and kitchen waste into
the canal.  We began organizing big events where everyone would get together and clean out the garbage from
the canal.  It was hard work and very dirty, but we made it like a celebration.  The first time, we pulled out 30
garbage truck-fulls of of garbage from the water!  There were bicycles, tvs, refridgerators, even sofas in there!
Now we have a good system to address the problem of our household waste on three levels :

Septic tanks :   Each house in the redeveloped communities has its own septic tank, which cleans the
toilet waste before it is discharged into the community’s main drainage system.

Kitchen grease filters :   Each house also has a small grease-trap filter in the kitchen, which filters the
dirty kitchen water before going into main drain.  We make these filters ourselves, using simple things we

can buy in the local market:  PVC pipes, plastic buckets, gravel and charcoal.  Each filter costs only about 300
Baht (US$ 8) to make.  And we can sell the grease collected in these filters to make candles.

Community-wide waste water treatment :   Each community collects all the the “gray water” from the
kitchens, bathrooms and septic tanks in its main drainage system, which carries it to a central treatment

plant, where it is cleaned and filtered and treated before some is used to water trees in the community.  The rest
goes into the canal - without polluting it one bit.

We get a lot of visitors from other communities, and now this system that we developed in Bang Bua has spread
around.  Lots of communities in other parts of Bangkok and around Thailand are now doing it the same way!

“We started with the issue of DIRTY WATER”

KLONG BANG BUA :  then and now . . .

Khun Prapaat (Bang Bua Network leader) :  We were a real slum before!  There were drugs for sale, and
lots of outside organizations did their drugs trading here.  There were kids sniffing glue and paint thinner.  There
were lots of dark corners and plenty of vice.  Back then, when the weekend came, most people would sit around
and get drunk - that was the only way to relax.  There was nothing else to do, no activities.  And the worse thing
was that the people here had no confidence in themselves, no idea that things could be different than this.

Before, everybody lived separately, everybody did their own thing.  We had no community savings, no welfare
system, no projects, no links with each other.  There was no mutual anything in Bang Bua.  Now all that has
changed, we are so busy and active now.

Back then, a lot of the houses were built on stilts right over the canal, and when one of these houses would
collapse - which happened a lot - we’d say, “That’s your problem, not mine!”   When we got bad flooding and
the water came up so high, we’d have to raise the beds up in order to sleep, and if you rolled off the bed, you’d
fall into the water!  Once when there were very heavy rains and the floods were very bad here, an old lady in
a very bad house on the opposite side died in the flood - nobody took care of her!

Most of the walkways used to be built of bamboo and old pieces of wood, right over the water, and they were only
about a half a meter wide.  When there was a fire, there was no chance to help - only one person could pass
along those rickety walkways.  If two people walked together, one of them would fall in the water.  But now our
walkways are three meters wide and solid concrete - it is a real big change in our lives!  These are proper,
dignified lanes and walkways.  Outside, the roads may be ten meters wide for cars, but here we are quite happy
with three meters.  We don’t need to bring in the cars anyway.

Back in those earlier days, if you died, you had to find your own coffin - nobody would come to help you.  Now
we are all organized about deaths:  our welfare fund gives 10,000 to 20,000 Baht to all those who die, for the
flowers, coffin, ceremonies, etc.  All the savings members contribute 20 Baht when someone dies.
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