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1. INTRODUCTION 

In Zambia, the housing need is enormous. The housing deficit is estimated to be at about two million 

(Lungu, 2018). This shows that many people need adequate housing in the country. Following the 

substantial housing needs, the government of Zambia came up with a strategy through the formulation 

of the 1996 housing policy to solve this problem. The government is currently reviewing the policy to 

respond to the current housing needs. House/home-ownership, which is the focus of this study, is one 

of the outcomes of the 1996 housing policy. This was through the sale of public rental houses. Other 

outcomes included attempts to build new houses for sale to those who can afford. This was also a way 

of trying to revive the housing construction industry; and allocation of serviced plots in housing 

development areas for people who can build their own houses. This study investigates the effects of 

the housing scheme in helping low-income groups realise their rights and economic empowerment 

through the acquisition of houses in Mufulira town on the Copperbelt province of Zambia. 

2. RESEARCH AIM 

The study aims to investigate the effects of Zambia's housing empowerment scheme in empowering 

the majority of the people economically, particularly the low-income men and women in Mufulira 

town through the sale of public rental houses to the sitting tenants. Thus, the study attempts to find out 

the relationship between house/home-ownership and economic empowerment. 

3. RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

How has house ownership improved economic status of low-income people? 

Has ownership of houses helped the people improve their houses?  

4. BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY 

4.1. Understanding House/Home-Ownership 

A house is a physical building, while a household is defined as a group of persons who usually cook, 

eat and live together and regard one person as the head of the household. The presence of a family – 
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children and parents, including relatives – and the activities of family life make a house into a home 

(Central Statistical Office, 2015; Saunders, 1990). In this study, a home or house is a place where one 

lives permanently, especially with one's family, or as a member of a household. According to Blunt 

and Varley (2004), a home is a space of belonging and alienation, intimacy and violence, desire and 

fear. It is invested with meanings, emotions, experiences and relationships that are very cardinal in 

people's lives. Thus, house/homeownership implies owning a house where one lives with his/her 

family.  

4.2. The Role of Home Ownership  

The expansion of the number of house owners remains a national priority in most countries because 

home-ownership is at the root of good citizenship. This is because it plays a vital role in creating 

stable neighbourhoods and helping families build real wealth, no matter where they live and their 

income. Everyone, including women, should have the opportunity to own their own homes. Home-

ownership strives to expand self-sufficiency for individuals, strengthen families, and empower 

communities to shape their futures and their destinies. However, the initiative to implement the 

Habitat Agenda faces several challenges such as poverty, disease, conflicts and wars, illiteracy, 

unemployment and institutional weaknesses. Additional problems are due to the difficult period of 

large-scale market reforms (United Nations, 2001). Unfortunately, "housing wealth is often the only 

source of wealth for low-income households and may carry unanticipated costs for maintenance, 

renovation and utilities" (André & Dewilde, 2014, p.9). This is the case for low-income people of 

Mufulira. 

In 1996, comprehensive housing policy was formulated, whose main goal was to provide adequate 

and affordable housing for all income groups in Zambia. Zambia was awarded the United Nations 

Centre for Human Settlements (UNCHS) 'Habitat Scroll of Honour' in 1996 for a participatory and 

innovative approach to the formulation of the housing policy. The significant outcomes since the 

adoption of the Housing policy include the sale of most government pool, council, parastatal and mine 

houses to sitting tenants and revival of housing construction. There is also the upgrading of the 

unplanned settlement in the peri-urban and rural areas done by such Non-governmental organizations 

(NGOs) as Habitat for Humanity Zambia (HFHZ) among others (Mbati-Mwengwe, 2001). 

The focus of this study is the sale of public rental houses, particularly former council houses to sitting 

tenants as a way of empowering them economically. Before the sale of public rental houses, 

accommodation was connected to one's employment. Employers rented houses for their employees or 

paid housing allowance, or accommodated the employees in institutional houses. When the 

government of the Movement for Multi-party Democracy (MMD) came into power in November 

1991, they decided to sell most of the government houses to the sitting tenants. In 1996, the 

government embarked on the sale of council houses, government pool houses, and mine houses to the 

sitting tenants either employed or not under the banner of empowering especially the low-income 

people. 

4.3. Housing Rights 

"Housing is a basic social need after food and clothing and, as with the other basic needs, adequate 

housing is a requisite to national socio-economic development. It has been noted that its inadequacy 

can have a severe impact on the environment, health and the general well-being of communities…" 

(Ministry of Local Government and Housing (MoLGH), 1996a, p.1). The relationship between 

housing and rights is that the securing of rights will ultimately lead to the meeting of needs. The 

shelter is an essential aspect of our lives. The government of Zambia strongly supports the principle of 

homeownership as a way of providing security, stability and economic power to the family unit as 

well as a basis for the development of economically active and motivated communities. However, in 

practice, this is not the case, as is discussed in this study. 

Adequate housing affects the attainment of other rights. Inadequate housing affects the securing and 

maintenance of employment, threaten health, impedes education and impairs privacy. A "home is 

more than just a place of shelter - where we live influences every aspect of our lives" (Bergeron, 

2019). 

The seventh Millennium Development Goal on environmental sustainability recognizes that urban 

land tenure is pertinent to the urban poor (UNDP, 2003). By implication, legal ownership of a house 
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is essential to ensure the quality and security of a home and neighbourhood. Possession of a house can 

be a precondition to acquiring other assets that support livelihoods. For instance, establishing a home-

based enterprise, renting out rooms in the house to augment income, and having collateral for credit, 

all of which are linked to poverty reduction among the urban poor (Moser, 1998 cited in Alsop, 2004). 

 In Zambia, the housing scheme aimed at empowering the majority of the people with shelter as a 

fundamental human right. Some houses were highly subsidized and were priced according to their age 

and the state in which they were. Some houses were comparatively cheap, which was in line with the 

strategy to empower low-income people in the country (Basila, 2019; Basila, 2005). The low-income 

people were the majority, and most of them lived in old houses. However, the beneficiaries who were 

the sitting tenants were to improve and maintain the houses, especially the old, dilapidated ones by 

renovating, extending, and fencing around them where possible. Some government houses were not as 

highly subsidised as council houses. The Ministry of Finance and Economic Development (MoFED) 

was supposed to release the money to Zambia National Building Society (ZNBS) to be administered 

in the form of loan or mortgage to the sitting tenants civil servants in council or government houses. 

However, this was not a guaranteed facility due to lack of funds (Mbati-Mwengwe, 2001). 

4.4. Housing Empowerment in the Era of Neoliberal Policies 

The house empowerment scheme coincided with Zambia's Structural Adjustment Programme (SAP) 

sponsored by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank. Among others SAP led to 

the privatisation of many State-Owned Enterprises, resulting in massive job losses hence, affecting the 

majority of the people's income, particularly the new house owners. The adoption of neo-liberal 

policies, such as Structural Adjustments (SAPs), privatisation, and liberalisation in many countries, 

including Zambia, have affected the housing sector. Schlyter, (2000), argues that privatisation of 

public rental houses by selling them to sitting tenants have in many countries of the world been a 

reform integrated within the processes of market liberalisation and structural adjustment. Home-

ownership and shrinking public ownership are components of the urban housing policy in most 

African countries. In Zambia, the government emphasised its willingness to empower the people by 

making them house owners. But it was possibly intended to support the creation of a housing market. 

The policy was supposed to revive the housing production; in the process, it resulted in some social 

groups being disadvantaged. This is because the government must play a central role in ensuring that 

even the poorest members of society have access to housing. Through this programme, people may 

have benefited to some extent by owning their houses. However, the housing may become less 

accessible to the poor or low-income groups when privatisation assumes the role of the government in 

the housing sector, meanwhile, housing as a fundamental human right should be accessible to all.  

There is widespread unemployment in the country after the privatisation of over 300 State-Owned 

Enterprises (SOEs). The companies did not give meaningful terminal benefits to many people who 

were declared redundant or retrenched. Some were given part payments. Most of the people had no 

benefits, having worked for a few years (World Bank, 2001). Some people became homeowners, but 

without a source of sustainable income to service, maintain and improve their new houses as most of 

the houses were old and dilapidated. Meanwhile, empowerment is meaningful if it provides security, 

stability and economic power to the family unit. Any meaningful empowerment should result in the 

sustainable development of people's lives. Therefore, this study attempts to explore the effects of the 

housing empowerment scheme in empowering the poor. According to Census Statistical Organisation 

(CSO) (2014), in the study area, the Copperbelt province, the level of poverty stood at 34.3 per cent in 

2010 and 18.3 per cent for the extremely poor.  

5. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

This section presents the theories and concepts used in the analysis of the findings. Alternative 

development theory and gender and development (GAD) theoretical perspectives underpin the 

analysis of the study findings.  

5.1. Alternative Development 

Alternative approaches to development was a response to the fading optimism brought about by 

modernisation and dependency theories in the 1970s. It challenged the state-centred approach to 

economic development, particularly in the Third World. The modernisation models failed to improve 
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poor people's lives. Thus, there was a need to rethinking the approaches to development (Saffari, 

2013; Friedmann, 1992). 

Alternative development is juxtaposed against mainstream development. It involves a range of 

contemporary strategies to develop the global South. Strategies of alternative development are usually 

developed and implemented by a network of international financial institutions and international and 

non-governmental organizations. However, for most development projects, you need state 

involvement. The state usually takes up the role of facilitation, such as through passing relevant 

legislation. Alternative development focuses on human development, gender and empowerment 

(Saffari, 2013). For example, it argues that if social and economic development means anything at all, 

it must mean a definite improvement in the conditions of life and livelihoods of ordinary people. It is 

morally wrong for large numbers of people to be systematically excluded from development.  

Pieterse (2001) states that alternative development is concerned with achieving development by 

empowering the people through participation to enable them to meet their basic needs and rights as 

well as considering gender issues. Just like participation, the concept of empowerment is equally 

central to alternative development. Empowerment is a highly contested concept and means different 

things for different people. Empowerment is a process through which people take control over their 

own lives, gain the ability to do things and make their own decisions that will improve their lifestyles 

(Chattopadhyay, 2018, Young 1987 in Visvanathan, et al. 2000). 

The elements of empowerment such as economic, social and political, are essential in discussing how 

the sale of public rental houses have impacted on people's lives in Zambia, particularly the low-

income Mufulira residents. However, this study focuses on economic empowerment. Social and 

political empowerment will be investigated in another study. 

5.2. Gender and Development (GAD)  

GAD falls under ‘Theories of women, gender and development’ – which borrows ideas from both 

alternative development and feminism. Both alternative development theory and GAD focus on 

improving the welfare of the poor through meeting basic needs, self-reliance and empowerment. But 

GAD puts much emphasis on the empowerment of women and power relations between men and 

women in society.  

The gender and development approach emerged in the 1980s when feminists challenged the notion 

that class analysis alone could explain women's oppression. They were concerned with the 

relationship between society's macroeconomic structures and their effects on women. GAD focuses 

not just on women, but on social relations between men and women, in the workplace and other 

settings. GAD, as a model, adopts a holistic approach and treats development as a complex process 

influenced by political and socio-economic forces. It recognises that household conflicts arise both 

from gender divisions of labour and generational differences. GAD goes beyond economic wellbeing 

to address individual's social and mental needs; it includes a definite role for the state in programmes 

to bring about equality between men and women (Sikira, al et, 2018; Visvanathan et al. 1997). 

Development projects require gender-sensitive planning; such projects should aim at identifying 

women's and men's practical and strategic needs. Practical needs like housing are to improve the 

conditions of men and women in their daily struggle for a living. On the other hand, strategic needs 

can change the structural and legal barriers or constraints for people-centred development aimed at 

realising rights (Visvanathan et al. 1997). Home-ownership programmes must strengthen women's 

legal right to adequate housing, inheritance, protection against violence and evictions.  

Domingo (2013) is discussing property rights, and gender equity argues that that ownership and 

control of property is potentially a contributing factor in altering the balance of power in gender 

relations. It contributes to economic autonomy for women. In the household, in the community or 

wider political society, ownership of property enhances the bargaining power of women which alters 

voice and access to decision-making. Developmental projects affect women and men differently. This 

study will show whether men and women were empowered economically in the same way or 

differently.  
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6. ANALYSING EMPOWERMENT THROUGH HOMEOWNERSHIP 

Empowerment is a process experienced primarily at the individual level, rather than within a group or 

community. The focus on the individual often assumes that collective empowerment begins with 

personal self-development, moving through the community as people learn and/or engage in self-

empowering practices. This study looks at both dimensions of empowerments that is personal and 

collective. There are two forms of empowerment, economic and social. This study focuses on the 

former. Economic empowerment has some economic security as an individual through income 

generation by trading from one's home premises; subletting some houses for rent, and other business 

opportunities.  

6.1. Economic Empowerment 

Sikira et al. (2018) citing Batliwala (1994) and Gary (2009), posit that through empowerment, the 

powerless gain greater control over their life circumstances. It includes the control over resources 

(physical, human, and intellectual, financial) and ideology (beliefs, values and attitudes). Friedmann 

(1992) explains that economic empowerment is a process where people gain access to certain bases of 

productive household wealth, such as means of income generation. In this study, to own a house may 

imply to have some economic security or increase in economic power or productive power also 

referred to as 'power to', this kind of power creates new opportunities or possibilities for income 

generation. For example, the house can be a source of income. This can be through various means that 

improve one's economic status such as renting out rooms/houses, trading or establishment of home-

based business ventures. The realisation of people's fundamental rights may encourage people to 

participate more in activities that can bring about positive changes in their lives and their community 

at large. 

7. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

7.1. Research Paradigm 

Qualitative research paradigm seeks to explore and understand the meaning individuals or groups 

ascribe to a social or human problem. Researchers collect data in the participant's setting (Cresswell 

and Cresswell, 2018). Based on this understanding, the study employed a qualitative paradigm. The 

nature of the study requires an understanding of the lived experiences of the homeowners. Qualitative 

methods through the use of in-depth interviews, focus group discussion (FGD) and simple 

observations enabled the study to gain a broader understanding of people's views and feelings about 

the effects/impacts of the home-ownership project. This approach was critical in answering the 

research question because issues of empowerment and rights are complex. Therefore, the need to get 

beyond what is seen as facts to a deeper understanding. This requires a methodology that allows a 

researcher to be involved in the in-depth inquiry of experiences of their respondents. The results were 

qualitatively analysed to bring out the main issues related to the effects of home-ownership as 

perceived by the home-owners and the government officials.  

7.2. Choice of the Study Area 

The programme of selling houses coincided with the privatisation of most government-owned 

industries or companies. This resulted in most people losing their jobs. Mufulira town in Zambia is 

one of the towns that have been adversely affected by the privatisation of the mines and restructuring 

of government departments leading to massive job losses. It was interesting to get the people's views 

and feelings about empowerment through housing amidst high levels of poverty in the town. It was 

also essential to find out whether the people after buying the houses are playing their role in 

improving and maintaining them.  

7.3. Sources of Data 

7.3.1. Secondary Data  

The study obtained secondary data from the Ministry of Local Government and Housing in Lusaka, 

Zambia National Housing Authority, and Mufulira Municipal Council through the review of policy 

documents and other official reports on the sale of houses and housing programmes in Zambia. From 

the Central Statistical Office, the study gathered data from survey reports on housing, population and 

poverty. Therefore, secondary data comprised of what these organisations or departments are doing 

about housing in Zambia.  
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7.3.2. Primary Data 

In this study, primary data was obtained through in-depth individual interviews with the home-owners 

and government officials. In addition, two focus group discussions were conducted to generate 

information about the extent to which the sale of houses empowered people economically. During 

fieldwork, data on whether the tenants had made any improvements to their houses were gathered 

through simple observations and taking photographs. 

7.4. Key Informants 

The study obtained information from those who were able to buy houses in the low-cost residential 

areas in Mufulira town on the Copperbelt province of Zambia and government officials. Government 

officials provided primary data and official documents and reports. The government officials 

interviewed were from the Ministry of Local Government and Housing (MoLGH) in Lusaka and the 

local Authority (Mufulira municipal council). They were chosen based on their position that they 

would give relevant information to answer the research question. 

7.5. Sampling Technique 

In this study, 24 house-owners men and women were interviewed. Besides, two focus group 

discussions were conducted to augment interviews generated data. The 24 households were purposely 

selected from the low-income group living in low-cost housing area (8 houses from Chibolya, eight 

from Kantanshi, and another eight from Kamuchanga residential area). The other interviewees were 

two (02) officials from the Ministry of Local Government and housing departments and one from the 

Mufulira Municipal council. These were in the position to represent the government’s position on the 

economic empowerment of the housing scheme. 

7.6. Data Processing and Analysis 

Data generation and analysis are not divorced, because, in qualitative research, analysis is an on-going 

process taking place even during data collection. Analysis of data is a process of bringing order, 

structure, and meaning to the mass of collected data. In qualitative research, analysis of data seeks to 

establish relationships among categories of data and explain the data in relation to theory (Cresswell, 

1994; Patton, 1990). This study used a combination of different aspects of various approaches to 

analysis to gain a better understanding of data. Fieldwork was an essential context for the analysis of 

data collected. The flexibility of qualitative methods allows the researcher to be in close relation with 

objectives understudy and theory creates possibilities for analysing the data. 

The interview generated data were transcribed by rewriting them into readable and meaningful 

information and also gave some interpretations to the interview notes. The preliminary analysis of 

data while in the field helped in seeking clarifications and missing information from respondents. 

Before, the writing up process, responses were grouped according to emerging themes. Then 

regrouping of the data was done under various themes related to the research question and coming up 

with final categories which were used in writing up the results. The secondary data were analysed 

through the use of content analysis to gain a clear understanding of the subject matter on house 

empowerment program.  

7.7. Evaluation of Qualitative Research 

Qualitative research can be evaluated because it needs to be more than just telling convincing stories. 

Hence this brings us to the issue of validity. According to Mikkelsen (1995), validity, in general, is 

the degree to which the findings are interpreted correctly. In qualitative research, validity is not a 

straight forward issue, because of people's subjectivity, due to different views over the same subject 

matter. In qualitative research, triangulation is a practical guideline for undertaking validation. Thus, 

this study used different data collection methods or techniques, such as in-depth individual interviews, 

group discussions, and observation. The data was gathered from both the grass-root and 

implementation levels. 

8. DATA PRESENTATION, ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION OF RESEARCH FINDINGS 

8.1. House Ownership and Economic Empowerment 

To own a house may reprent some economic security or economic power, which can be experienced 

mainly at the individual level. In this section, the study discusses whether the home-ownership has led 
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to economic empowerment among low-income men and women. Economic empowerment will be 

discussed under income generation through trading from house premises as well as renting out houses. 

The section will also look at people’s ability to improve and maintain the houses they bought. 

Empowerment, as already discussed in the theoretical section, refers to a process in which the poor 

men and women are helped to take control over their own lives by gaining the ability to do things and 

make their decisions that will improve their lifestyles. In this study, ownership of house provides 

examples of potentially empowering forms of government support for the poor to improve their 

economic status. Data collected through interviews revealed that most of the house owners are 

original sitting tenants who bought their houses from the council. Some house owners have been 

staying in those houses for an extended period, dating back to the 1960s. However, several house 

owners bought the houses from the original sitting tenants who resold their houses. 

8.2. House-ownership a Basis for Income Generation 

Some respondents in the study area pointed out that they have benefited economically through the 

privatisation of housing as they now own houses which are worth thousands of Kwacha in Zambian 

currency. They explained that though they may not have the money at the moment, they can sell a 

house in case of an emergency. Several authors claim that access to economic power by family units 

is a basis for the development of economically strong and motivated communities. Herbert et al. 

(2013) argue that the support for homeownership in recent decades is anchored on the idea that 

homeownership is an effective means of wealthy accumulating among low-income and minority 

households. Saunders (1990); and Retsina and Belsky (2002) adds that homeownership builds wealth 

and is a stable investment; also Friedmann (1992) sees an increase in a household's access to bases of 

its productive wealth as an increase in economic power.  

The fact that the new house owners no longer pay rent has enabled them to save some income. In this 

way, the government, through its sale of houses, has helped the poor to have some extra income. 

Despite that homeowners still have to pay land-rates, some feel empowered as a result of the house-

ownership as they consider occupancy cheaper than renting. The extra money that families save is 

used to meet other necessities such as health care charges, food and education of their children. The 

education of children is a long term investment to empower their children to lead decent lives in 

adulthood. Education, even among the poor, is considered to be a means through which they can 

escape poverty. 

According to the new house owners in Mufulira, they can now do several things to their houses which 

they could not do when they were tenants paying rent to the council. This shows that empowerment 

has given them rights over occupation, daily use, alteration, construction, design or sale. According to 

Harrison (1995), the owner of a house has control over investment and capital itself, in that s/he can 

determine whom to contract for building, renovation or extension of the house. This also means the 

owner can use the house for income generation through several possibilities available. 

8.3. Income Generation through Trading 

In line with Harrison’s view as pointed out above, the study reveals that some house owners used their 

houses as a basis for income generation. For example, doing petty trading from home. This is a 

common phenomenon among the low-income group, and they consider owning a house a critical 

factor in their businesses. It is profitable and convenient as no rentals are involved. They use income 

generated from their petty trading on the most basic needs such as food and other necessities. 

Homeowners stated that they find trading from home profitable because they do not pay any fees as 

they would do at the market place. For example, a middle-aged woman who owns the house shown in 

plate 9.1, finds trading from home advantageous as she can sell and attend to home chores and hence 

save time. The children help in selling when they are not at school. Friedmann (1992) argues that the 

surplus time available to a household economy beyond what is necessary for gaining a subsistence 

livelihood is an essential base for social power. This is because without access to such surplus time 

household options are severely constrained. 

It is also important to note that not only women do their income generation from home, but men also 

have a chance for such activities. Below is an illustration from a middle-aged man who is a house 

owner and a self-employed shoemaker. Since he bought a house, he has made an additional structure 
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to his house and does his shoemaking and repairing from his workshop at home. The self-employed 

man said: 

I do my business here (home) and do not need to pay money for a stand at the market place. From the 

time I started operating from here, I have no worries about payments towards a rented stand even 

when there is no business some days. While the first days of such businesses may be difficult as people 

need to know your existence, but in the long run when one becomes established, you do quite well as 

there is no competition and working hours are flexible. 

 

Plate9.1: Trading from home 

Source: Field Photo 

Since the implementation of a free market economy and privatisation in the country, people are free to 

carry out business ventures as they wish. Before it was prohibited to trade from a public rented house, 

there are now no more restrictions. Informal businesses or trading is widespread in Zambia as a 

consequence of neoliberal economic policies that forced many people out of formal employment. 

8.4. Income Generation through Renting 

Some house owners are not doing any trading but had to sublet their house to tenants to earn an 

income. There were many examples of families who had moved out of their homes – either selling or 

renting the house. Most commonly, they moved to a shanty compound and thus deteriorated their 

living conditions. Shanty compounds usually have substandard housing conditions and generally not 

suitable for human habitation. For example, one family revealed:  

We moved into this house in 1998 when we bought the house from the person who bought it from the 

council. We moved to this house from another town after being retrenched. We came in the hope of 

finding a job. The former owner of the house has moved to Kamwama (a shanty compound within 

Mufulira). 

Another strategy was to sublet part of the house. In an interview with another house owner, an elderly 

woman, it was discovered that she left the main house and is residing in a small house (an additional 

structure built from local normally low-quality material shown in figure 9.2). She rented out her own 

house to get some extra income. While the money realised from renting such low-cost houses may not 

be adequate for a decent living, people without options have to make ends meet with whatever they 

realize.  

From the empirical evidence, we can see that the home-ownership programme through the sale of 
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council housing was not only an empowering process but also a disempowering one for many low-

income men and women. It is difficult for low-income people to sustain their housing condition 

without a source of a steady flow of income. The low-income people were marginalized in the process 

as they had fewer opportunities for meaningful empowerment than do better-placed ones. Well-to-do 

people are economically powerful and have access to the 'market'. Schuler (1995) argues that in 

market economies, social and economic rights are framed in relation to 'access to the market' since 

economic and social wellbeing is derived from participation in the market. States must protect social 

and economic rights under international human rights law. The fulfilment of social and economic 

rights by states as their obligation also depends on the mechanisms that are available to citizens to 

defend their rights and make the state accountable. This calls for political power to influence the 

government to act towards enhancing the wellbeing of the poor.  

 

Plate9.2: Main house and an additional structure occupied by a house owner 

Source: Field photo  

 

Plate9.3: Another additional structure occupied by a house owner 

Source: Field photo   

Although, home-ownership scheme aimed at improving people's economic status, the economic 

hardship is making it impossible for many of them to remain in their bought houses. Therefore, it was 

not surprising to discover that some have re-sold their houses to have money to solve more pressing 
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problems. This lack of economic security has led many people into a predicament of homelessness. 

Therefore, owning a house only gives a temporary solution to the problem of economic security; it 

does not lead to real economic empowerment. This implies that people's economic rights can only be 

secured when they have stable jobs with reasonable incomes. Conversely, those with means have 

managed to extend their houses in order to rent out some rooms to have income, though relatively 

small. Although, ownership of houses seem to have improved people's economic status to some 

extent, rewards from most petty trading and subletting houses are too insignificant to overcome 

poverty among most of the low-income people in a meaningful way.  

8.5. Other Income-Generating Business Opportunities 

In order to achieve meaningful empowerment, the household would usually need access to a secure 

income. For example, the findings show that tenure or ownership of a house can be very empowering 

when enjoyed in conjunction with high and secure earnings. The freedom of ownership can enhance 

relative opportunities for income generation since it may be easier and profitable to run a business 

from home than it is under the tenancy agreement. Below is a photo (9.4) of former council house that 

has been turned into a nursery and pre-school. The owner of this school is a general worker under the 

civil service earning a low salary. However, he obtained a loan from the bank due to his credit-

worthiness as a permanent employee in a well-established government department. Therefore, we can 

safely conclude that the combination of a physical house and capital can be very impressive, as the 

house can become security for borrowing money for a business. 

 

Plate9.4: Purchased House turned into a Pre-school 

Source: Field Photo 

The house owner in question used the borrowed money to renovate the house and buy all necessary 

educational materials to run his own pre-school. The family has experienced social mobility in a way 

as its income or wealth has increased. Hence, the study shows that men and women without steady 

earnings or employment have fewer opportunities for empowerment than better-placed ones.  

8.6. Economic Empowerment and Gender Relations  

Friedmann (1992) explains that surplus time is a function of many things, such as time spent on a 

journey to wage-paying work, the ease with which basic consumption items such as food, water, and 
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fuel are obtained, the frequency of illness in the household and access to medical services, and 

division of labour. The low-income house owners are constrained in many of the aspects mentioned 

above that determine surplus time as we are going to see later in this study. According to Saunders 

(1990), domestic relationships have been changing with time because the number of female 

employees has increased in most societies. Nevertheless, among the low-income groups in Zambia, 

domestic work is still mainly a woman's task.  

Although a large number of women leave home to do business, gender remains a crucial factor in 

shaping domestic activities. Many women reported that they do most of the tasks at home such as 

cooking, house cleaning, laundry and child-caring while men's participation in housework and 

parenthood is still very low. Hence, the privatisation and liberalisation of trade have helped many 

women to do their businesses from their homes. However, this implies that they have to generate 

income and attend to home chores, thereby become over-burdened. Women often become the primary 

breadwinners of their families as their husbands have been retrenched or forced to retire early. Hyden 

(1981) cited by Saunders (1990) asserts that a home is "a spatial component of their economic 

oppression”. However, many women in the study area pointed out that it is an added advantage to 

trade from home rather than from the market or street as they can kill two birds with one stone. 

However, it is essential to emphasise that income generated from home is not very significant for 

reducing their poverty levels. Besides, unemployed people in Zambia do not receive any social 

benefits. 

On the other hand, due to the high rate of unemployment in Mufulira, people have no stable source of 

income to feed on and maintain their homes adequately. For example, water has been disconnected 

from many houses because of non-payment. Women participants during a group discussion and in 

individual interviews explained daily they and their children have to fetch water from neighbours, but 

mostly from the nearby stream. Those who depended on vegetable gardening could no longer 

continue because of the water problem in those residential areas. 

8.7. Ability to Maintain and Service Purchased Houses 

Interviews with officials showed that the government understood privatisation of public rental houses 

as a way of making people participate in development programs. Through government sale of houses, 

the people, even the poor, can participate in improving their welfare. By purchasing the house, the 

owner becomes responsible for its maintenance and improvement. The owners must make decisions 

concerning their property as they have the authority. However, having the means to purchase and 

maintain an individually owned house is a basis for sustainable homeownership. This entirely depends 

on the sound financial status of the individual house owners.  

According to Hebert et al. (2013, p.7) posit that "the need to maintain the home also imposes financial 

risks on owners." The routine maintenance of houses such as painting the exterior or replacing the 

roof or heating system can lead homeowners to incur high costs that may be difficult for owners to 

afford. In this study, it was clear through interviews and observations that not many house owners 

have done repairs to their houses. Those who have managed to repair their houses are mainly those 

who are still in employment. Thus, housing rights become meaningful when the home-owners have 

means of maintaining and improving their houses. Although people feel proud to own houses, many 

of them fail to maintain or service or improve their houses. The house owners, particularly those who 

are unemployed, have not made the necessary repairs or renovations. Such as painting the walls, 

mending cracked walls, replacing broken windows, padlocks, leaking water pipes inside the house, 

electrical fittings or proper wiring, bathroom, toilet and fencing. Some of the house owners are not 

able to service their houses regularly through the payment of electricity bills, and water and sewage 

bill. Below is an illustration of how serious the maintenance problem is among the low-income 

groups, as reported during focus group discussions by a male respondent in his 40s, married with five 

children: 

My house had part of its roof blown off by strong winds three years ago, but I have not made 

replacements due to financial difficulties. Even those who have put their house on rent cannot do 

repairs because the money they earn on renting goes to food and other necessities. 

A middle-aged female respondent in a women's group firmly pointed out: 



Does House Ownership Entail Economic Empowerment among the Low-Income People In Zambia?

 

International Journal of Humanities Social Sciences and Education (IJHSSE)                               Page | 136 

It is not possible to repair things like toilets/bathrooms or broken windows or painting walls when we 

struggle to find money to feed our families. From the time our husbands were retrenched, we are 

literally struggling.  

The house in plate 9.5 is an excellent example of a house not being maintained and its structure 

(toilet/bathroom in plate 9.6) these have not been maintained in a long time. According to the owner, 

the lady shown in plate 9.5 below, she moved into the house in the 1970s. As a sitting tenant, she 

bought it during the government sale of houses. The house has seen no repairs or painting since she 

moved in, and being a widow and unemployed, she has been unable to improve it even after she 

bought it. 

In some places, even those who can afford to pay for water do not have water in their houses. This is 

because water pipes in the neighbourhood are stolen or vandalized after the council disconnected 

defaulting house owners. The council is not doing much to maintain the privatised areas. After 

privatisation, people are supposed to solve problems by paying private plumbers to repair leaking 

water pipes or sewage problems. The council does not have money to service these areas adequately. 

Since most council houses were sold out; land rates are the primary source of income for the council. 

The street roads are in a bad state, there are no street lights for security, and garbage is not collected 

regularly. With such considerations in mind, it is right to ascribe to Harrison (1995)'s perception of 

empowerment. He asserts that ownership of a house provides examples of potentially empowering 

forms of government support. At the same time, non-access to essential services such as safe water 

and sanitation can illustrate disempowerment.  

Some house owners are having problems to settle their land rates and were not even aware that they 

were still expected to be paying land rates to the council after buying the houses. Before privatisation, 

most of the people were employed, and even then the housing was highly subsided as employers met 

a more significant percentage of the cost. Most of the home-owners at the moment have already 

accumulated bills for land rates from the time they bought their houses. Failure to settle land rates 

may lead to seizure of property or repossession of the houses. Since some house owners could not 

manage to maintain and service their houses, they have resold their houses and found themselves 

cheaper accommodation in shanty compounds since very few are willing to go back to the land to farm. 

 

Plate9.5: Low-cost house 

Source: Field Photo 
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Plate9.6: Showing a toilet/bathroom 

Source: Field photo  

The lack of maintenance and improvement of most houses was very evident through observation 

during the study. Some people are making extensions in order to cater for their large families, but the 

building materials they are using are of inferior quality. Yet, the majority of the house owners would 

like to have their houses extended because most of the low-cost houses are small, one-bedroomed, 

with a sitting room and a kitchen, bathroom/toilet outside the house. The study argues that the size 

and nature of the house reveal much about people's comfort. Most of the families are very big, with 

family-sizes ranging from 4 to 10 people. There was a consensus among the respondents that 

extending their houses was needed. If they had an opportunity, they would be happy to have their 

houses extended in order to cater to their bigger families. The local authorities acknowledged the 

existence of poor quality structures in the residential areas like the one shown in plate 9.2 and 9.3. The 

council is threatening to demolish the structure because those who plan to make extensions must have 

their building plans approved by the council.  

In some places, neighbourhoods are developing into shanty compounds. People have been empowered 

to some extent through house ownership. However, this kind of empowerment is not sustainable to the 

majority of the beneficiaries. There is a scenario where many structures of substandard quality have 

mushroomed. On the other hand, a few people, especially those who are still employed and those 

running big businesses are proud of owning houses and are doing all the necessary repairs and even 

making extensions with building materials of acceptable standards by the council. Below in plate 9.6 

and plate 9.7 are photos of improved low-income houses. The owner of the house 9.7 invested his 

entire retirement package on renovating his house, and at the moment he has no money to enable him 

to take decent meals daily and to meet the school fees for his son who is at high school. He said that 

although he now owns a house of his own, was not sure about what the future holds for him as he no 

longer has any money to live on and continue maintaining his house. He still has not yet done the 

renovations for his bath/toilet room and painting the inside of his house. 
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Plate9.7: Showing a partially improved low-cost house with the owner and son seated 

Source: Field Photo 

 

Plate9.8: Showing an improved Low-cost House 

Source: Field Photo 

Homeownership is an opportunity for people with stable incomes while it is a constraint for the 

unemployed. Regrettably, the benefits of home-ownership while widely perceived have not been 

universally realized among the low-income groups or the poor as this study has revealed. Retsina and 

Belseky (2002) describes the notion of home-ownership as being a construct as the benefits of owning 

a house are different for different individual groups of people. Kemeny (1981) strongly argues that 

home-ownership is a significant form of tenure in capitalist societies. Much of the appeal of owning a 

house lies in the fact that housing policies have been adopted which leave the minimal choice for most 

households as to which tenure they can realistically choose.  

9. CONCLUSION  

The economic impact of the sale of houses varied depending on individual circumstances. While some 

experienced positive changes in their economic status, others only had slight improvements, and for 

some, the changes were insignificant, or they just maintained their original status. In some cases, 

people became worse off. Generally, just the very fact that people had their own houses made them 

feel comfortable economically as it represented some economic value which could be converted into 

cash in times of need. The different ways in which people achieved changes in their economic status 

included re-selling the houses, subletting them for rent or being able to do some form of business 

from their house premises. In terms of maintenance and improving the houses they had bought, some 

new house owners have improved or extended their houses. This was particularly the case for those 

who are still in employment and can invest in their new properties. However, most of those in the 

low-income group cannot make improvements to their house due to financial constraints. The exercise 

of privatisation of public rental houses was not only empowering but also disempowering to some 

groups of individuals. Thus, the study concludes that the housing programme has mostly contributed 
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to inequalities instead of empowering the poor. It is important to note that a lack of economic security 

caused many people to be homeless. Ownership of a house is only a temporary solution to economic 

security, as it rarely leads to meaningful economic empowerment for the vulnerable members of 

society. The right perspective demands that the state helps the homeless and poor people secure 

housing rights, by empowering them; bring to an end forced evictions; secure tenure rights; and 

promote equal access to housing. Besides, essential housing services such as water and sanitation 

must be accessible to the people. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Based on the study findings, the following are the recommendations to help policy-makers come up 

with workable strategies and implement housing projects which will meet the real housing needs of 

the most vulnerable members of the society. 

 In order to realise the housing rights of vulnerable groups including those of women to access 

adequate housing, protection against violence and evictions, relevant policies and laws must be 

put in place and fully enforced to support the empowerment processes through participation. 

 The home-ownership programme should have been accompanied by the creation of employment 

opportunities or other income-generating activities. 

 The use of affordable local building materials should be demonstrated and promoted by the local 

authority to help low-income homeowners to upgrade their houses to approved or acceptable 

standards. 
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