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INTRODUCTION

“Community Mapping” is one of the processes in housing by people. It aims to create 

learning and understanding between community people themselves, and with the sup-

porting agencies, as well as government officials, with regard to both physical aspects 

and more intangible matters such as social organization, culture, and the beliefs of 

people. 

Community mapping is also meant to create collective knowledge and experience 

amongst people through the process of participation – learning and doing together. 

Once community people know the process and realize that they are the “subject” and 

the “key actor” of their mapping, they can do it without social organizers. 

This community mapping handbook is one in a series of ACHR Handbooks for housing 

by people, to be published throughout 2011. We are making an effort to compile the 

accumulated knowledge and experiences of our friends in the ACHR coalition. These 

publications will collate case of studies of CODI and ACCA projects in Asia and the Pacif-

ic, in order to make a simple handbook for community members and relevant agencies. 

ACHR Secretariat

Bangkok, Thailand

January 2011
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1
2

3
To gather information 

into a simple database and a map, 

which can be used for 

community planning purposes – 

such information includes people’s 

savings, healthcare services,  

    community welfare and 

       d i s a s t e r  m i t i g a t i o n 

          strategies. 

MAPPING - What & Why ?

Mapping is one of several tools available to help community 

members jointly gain understanding and carry out planning.

In mapping, both the final output and the process are valuable

Mapping is a tool for building
a community’s understanding 

of where they live,
and community mapping is 

a process for people to come 
together and to understand,

by working together, what their 
possibilities are for building

a better community

1 C H A P T E R  1

WHAT &
WHy

M A P P i n g

To help community members

identify and analyse
opportunities and problems: 

which elements present

opportunities for development 

planning – for example local

resources – and what are the 

problems that need to be 

solved – for example weak 

land tenure, poor housing and 

insufficient infrastructure.

To help all community members

identify and analyse
various matters: which elements

have potential in development 

planning, such as resources, 

where and what are the

problems needing to be 

solved, such as land tenure, 

poor housing, insufficient 

infrastructure.

6 7
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Koh Mook’s Island, Thailand

Mae-wang basin, Thailand

Bharatpur, Nepal

Ayutthaya, Thailand

Muanivatu, Fiji

Kalaetapae, Thailand

Salayani, Nepal

Community of Khawmu’s network, 

Myanmar

Panthaklin saving group community, 

Myanmar

Livelihood and Life support’s web, Nepal

People’s history and ideas for upgrading,  

Thailand

Geographical Level

City Level

Community Level

Household Level

Issue-based Level

C H A P T E R  2

LEvEL of MAPPing

And WHAT To MAP

“Mapping can be done at any scale, from the household level to the topographical level.

It can be focused on any issue, like housing, community problems, land tenure, history,

natural resources, and even culture.”

There are many possible layers to 
a community map, but what matters 
most are the features that make
a community better. The focus should 
be on mapping the elements that are 
valued by everyone in the community.

10 11
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TOPOGRAPHICAL LEVEL

Mae-wang basin,
Thailand

Case 1

This map depicts how the Karen ethnic group 

categorises their land use according to their 

traditional wisdom. Its aim is to showcase how 

the community uses and protects neighbouring 

forests, in contrast to widespread deforestation.

- Double-lane road
- Single-lane road
- Train track

- Wet rice terrace
- Dwelling
- Burial ground
- Fire Buffer Line

- Sacred Forest
- Useable forest
- Rotational field 
  area

Transportation
- Seasonal stream
- Perennial stream       
- River

Altitude (Mean sea level) 

River/Stream
Karen Ethnic GroupWhat to map?

This map depicts communities in

Koh Mook island which are located in

different bays without land tenure,

following the 2004 tsunami.

What to map?

Topographical Level 

Local problems
Community settlements
Community forest area / boundary
Road linkage on the island
Ports
Bays  

At this level, mapping consist of gathering information about geographical characteristics,
natural features and resources, as well as human settlements. Once the mapping is completed,

the map can be used to show how different aspects are related to one another.

Koh Mook’s Island,
Thailand

Case 2
Topographical Level 

12 13
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CITY LEVEL
At this level, mapping consist of gathering information such as the location of 

communities, their links to various modes of transportation, and other relevant data. 
City maps aim to identify and analyse issues at a city-wide scale and examine 

different components, especially informal settlements, function together to make a city.  

This city-wide survey map shows the location of 19 

out of 54 squatter communities (red color) which are 

occupying lands alongside the National Park. 

They chose this location because there was space 

available as well as natural resources, like timber and 

agricultural lands for these communities which 

relocated from rural areas.  

City development plan
Logistics
Resources (cultural / natural)
Communities
City nodes
Markets
Temples
Important places / landmarks
River banks
Vacant & possibly useable land for community housing

What to map?
What to map?

This city-wide survey map shows

the locations of all informal 

communities including the 

number of households, history, 

problems, land owners, and also 

housing solutions for each 

community.    

Ideas for housing solution

Community history

Community characteristics

Community problems

Possible land for new communities

Landmarks / nodes

Roads / logistics

This map pins all informal settlements into the 
city map, and groups them together according 
to possible solutions, forming the relocation 
group, the reblocking group and the on-site 

upgrading group.

Bharatpur, Nepal

Ayutthaya,
Thailand

Case 1

Case 2

City Level 

City Level 

14 15
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At this level, the mapping process consists of gathering information on infrastructure 
at the community level to capture community characteristics 

and the unique sense of each community,
alongside basic problems like insufficient infrastructure, future possibilities and people’s ideas. 

COMMUNITY LEVEL

Community Level 

Case 2
Muanivatu, Fiji

This mapping process aimed to find possibilities 

to upgrade the community walkway

by the people themselves. 

House plot & number
Existing basic infrastructure 
Poor infrastructure needing improvement 
Idea for planning the open space

What to map?

This community mapping process

was conducted by a Fijian

women’s group, taking one day to 

collect information and discuss

community characteristics,

problems and prioritising

problems to be solved.

Settlement history
Land owner
Family member / family head
Number of children
Water supply
Toilets
Electricity
Canals / drainage
Community forests
Main roads
Open spaces / grounds
Community boundaries
Occupation of each family
Amount of savings
Prioritised problems

What to map?Kalaetapae, Thailand
Case 1
Community Level 

16 17
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The mapping was done by people 

from 31 households split in 6. 

The process aimed to build a mutual 

understanding between community people and 

relevant agencies about how people live together 

as 

a community, as well as how each 

family uses resources from 

the community forest to sustain their lives.

Houses
Kitchens 
Community forest
Vegetable plots
Toilets
Animal sheds
Water hand-pumpล
Drainage

What to map?

This map was drawn by people living in rural areas

of Myanmar who were affected by Cyclone Nargis. 

Through the process of mapping and the ensuing

discussion, the people gained understanding and 

insight on their livelihood, and the way a serious

disaster made them become landless, as well as

possible solutions such as land banks for landless

farmers and a knowledge center for organic farming.

Schools / temples
Farm land / fields
Water resources / fish ponds
Markets
Irrigation channels
Houses / Clusters
Communal lands
Landless families
Minimum land required per family

What to map?

Salaysni, Nepal

Community of Khawmu’s 
network, Myanmar

Case 3

Case 4

Community Level 

Community Level 

18 19
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We can gain understanding into people’s housing by asking 

them to draw their “dream house”, then creating a space for 

them to share their dreams. This drawing shows how their 

beautiful dream house looks, with a big tree creating shade, 

an ancestral shelf facing the east, a separate toilet and ani-

mal shed; the house is on stilts for flood protection, with a 

vegetable garden and a common space at the front of the 

house.  

What to map?
House components
Toilets, gardens, animal sheds, 
household infrastructure, 
water pumps
Space utilisation
Living rooms
Sacred / ritual spaces
Bedrooms
Surrounding areas
Canals
Roads
Farms

This mapping shows the web of resource 
usage and how they link together. When 
building new housing, there needs to be 

a profound\ understanding to ensure 
that all these components still exist as 

economically as possible. 

What to map?
Livelihood and life support
elements, and how each element 
sustainably links to one another
in the input or output resource use.

HOUSEHOLD LEVEL
At this level, the mapping process captures how people live together as a family

and the knowledge from their household. In particular,
their mindset, culture, lifestyle, and the economics of people.

ISSUE - BASED LEVEL
In this chapter, we have looked at the different kinds and levels of mapping,

from a large scale like the topographical  level, to the household level.
But the mapping process can also focus on any one or several issues: for example,

mapping of livelihood and life support web, mapping of people’s history, mapping the location of resources 
(both cultural and natural), mapping economics, mapping people’s ideas, and mapping communities.

Panthaklin saving group 
community, Myanmar

Livelihood and life 
support webs, Nepal

Case 1
Case 1

Household Level 

Issue - based Level comPost
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C H A P T E R  3

T o o L S

The survey form can be prepared alongside with the mapping process, 

either before, during or after depending on the situation and context.

The survey form includes summarised information that cannot be

represented on the map, such as household numbers, population and 

amount of savings. There are basic survey forms for both city-wide 

surveys and community surveys. 

Basic survey form

22 23
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During the mapping process, a camera is used to

record pictures of elements and places.

The elements to record include problem spots, 

important places, places with potential, existing 

community elements that could be used in the 

upgrading process.  

Stationary is key during the mapping process. For example, think of 

bringing along plain paper or a flip chart, graph paper (where one square 

can represent 1m x 1m), color pens, pencils, sticky tape, glue, scissors, 

calculators, cutters, color paper, plasticine clay and note pads.   

At the beginning of mapping process, it is necessary to have a basic map and old

pictures as a reference and starting point. The basic map is used to find the location 

of the city or community, local landmarks, area boundaries and vicinity, logistics and 

transportation nodes. It is also important to have detailed maps like the city plan, de-

velopment masterplan or resources map as these can enlighten us on the direction of 

city planning and available resource to use and conserve. Generally, these maps can be 

acquired from the local government offices or the local authorities. In case

the basic map is hard to find, free satellite maps can be downloaded from the internet.

Basic map / old picture

Camera

Stationary

25
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C H A P T E R  4

CASE STudy

CiTy-WidE  SuRvEying 
& MAPPing

Getting hands on experience 
by doing is better than giving 
principles and explanations:
once we do then we learn,
we make mistakes and we 
re-learn.   

          In 2015, a series of earthquakes and aftershocks rocked Nepal over a period of 

two months, the biggest of which was the Gorkha earthquake: a magnitude 7.8 earthquake with 

an epicentre to the east of the district of Lamjung. These earthquakes resulted in

approximately 9,000casualties, left 16,000 people injured,destroyed more than half a million 

buildingsincluding several World Heritage sites, and left  more than two million people homeless.

          The urban core areas and the settlements along 

the fringes of the Kathmandu Valley where the poor live were hit the most, accounting for more 

than 50% of the damaged houses. Rebuilding attempts run into numerous challenges,

specifically related to land titles, access to finance and technical support and the density of 

theaffected areas.

          Due to the complexity of the situation, no organisation was willing to work in the area 

or support the concerned population. Many families ended up living in temporary shelters, 

with quite a few still living there today. Lumanti supported 460 families in four settlements, 

namely Thecho, Siddhipur, Machhegaun and Chitlang in rebuilding their houses. Mapping 

helped us understand the underlying complexities, reach out to those who needed us the 

most and provide better assistance. 

to identify  the land issues 

Post Nepal earthquake

Mapping as a tool
C A S E  1

26 27
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Community maps were essential tools

in the reconstruction process. The maps were 

created by community members through a 

collaborative process where they worked 

together to identify issues and needs in the 

communities. In preparation for the mapping, 

Lumanti executed baseline
act iv it ies such as

h o u s e h o l d  s u r v e y s ,
l a n d  surveys and

pre l im inary commun i ty
d iscuss ions in coordination 
with the local governments 

and the women’s cooperatives. 
Lumanti also facilitated the identification of 

issues through various layers of mapping,

discussing policy solutions and making

recommendations to address the aforemen-

tioned issues through focus groups discussions.

Communities were able to provide their input through 

various workshops and meetings. We used large maps 

in order to have enough space to work on: the base 

maps were placed on the ground and the community 

members gathered around it. Individually, people 
identified their households and 
specified the issues they were 
facing.  communally,  people discussed

information on land and home - ownership,  land 

areas, damage grade, construction technologies, 

building bylaws and policies, and then inputted all 

theinformation into the map. 

At its core, community mapping is a highly

collaborative process. As a first step, Lumanti

coordinated with the ward offices, municipalities, and 

the women’s cooperatives. Then, the communities 

worked on the physical mapping together. The process 

was sometimes stalled by privacy concerns regarding 

people’s personalinformation. Lumanti met with these 

communities, actively listened to their concerns and 

worked to reassure individuals to make the mapping 

process as smooth as possible. After many days of

mapping in each community, Lumanti was able to 

gather crucial information to best help the rebuilding 

efforts and the collective design of the opens spaces 

and community infrastructures.

The Community Mapping
Process:
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Through the community mapping we

realised that none of the houses had 

standard land parcels and the majority of 

the families did not have land titles. 

Ultimately, less than 10% of the houses 

were eligible for municipal approval for 

construction and that meant they were not 

eligible to obtain the entire reconstruction 

grant. After this breakthrough revelation,

it was obvious that land related issues were 

the biggest obstacle faced by these 

communities; reconstruction was not as 

simple as design and build.

The existing policies restricted people from 

building in their own land, obtaining

municipal approvals and receiving financial 

support.  Basically, neither existing govern-

ment policies nor reconstruction policies 

were in favour of the majority of the settle-

ments. As a consequence, the first step – 

even before designing houses and buildings 

– was to advocate for policies that would 

support the process of reconstruction for 

the majority of the affected 

population. 

30

Community Mapping and 

Advocating for the Urban Poor
Given the wide divide between policy

and reality, Lumanti worked to 

bridge the gap the two. Since policy 

makers at the national level did not 

understand the context of urban 

land complexities, we worked with 

local governments and local leaders.

We advocated our municipality for 

a unique building by law that would 

support reconstruction in core areas. 

When we first approached them,

the newly formed municipality

barely had any resources and 

hadn’t even elected a mayor yet.  

Mapping of damage categories Mapping of land title status Mapping of land parcels

Our team had to practice the art of 

perseverance. Eventually,

the mayor was elected in May 2017 

and fortunately, he listened to us. 

There were several series of talks 

with various socio-political groups. 

These resulted in some tweaks in 

local policies and ultimately houses 

in the core areas started getting

municipal approval. This result 

would not have been achieved 

within our project timeline if we had 

waited for decisions to be made at

the central level.  In our experience, 

local bodies have the power to 

bring change, but they are often 

hesitant. They are unsure if

the intention is right and they are 

fearful of criticism.

It takes a bold leader to listen,

understand, analyse and take steps 

in a new direction, and to take 

those steps quickly despite

the controversy that surrounds 

them. Our project was fortunate to 

get a quick head start with support 

from a strong local leader when 

urban issues were being neglected 

at the national level. 

Though there were a number of 

challenges, setbacks and days when 

we felt nothing was moving forward, 

collectively with support from

the women's cooperative, local

government and the community 

people themselves, we were able 

to support 460 families living in 

complex urban areas rebuild their 

houses and improve their lives. 
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Aim :
To understand the overall situa-
tion and summarise the number of 
informal settlements in Bharatpur 
Municipality, together with commu-
nity representatives, government 
officials and working agencies.

To prioritise the need for small up-
grading projects from the people’s 
perspective, and identify a way 
forward to start the pilot project 
which could impact everyone.

Establishment of a management com-
mittee for the Slum Upgrading Forum, 
which includes both community net-
works and government representatives 
as the key actors.

Outputs and impacts :

Bharatpur Municipality, Nepal

Prepare the basic city map and the city 

profile (in this case, it is prepared by the 

municipality).

Organise the participatory mapping by 

inviting 8 representatives from each

community to be in process.

Identify the informal community and 

settlement into the basic city map.

Each group presents their community to the other gathered communities, learning together and shar-

ing common problems, as well as potentials for development.

Each community group gathers to draw their community’s layout,

showing all the available amenities, and then identifies their community on the base map.

Refine the information into an informal database at the city level.

The active youth group, community architects and local development agency then undertake the 

detailed mapping of each community.  By assisting in the initiation of the mapping process, and by 

interacting within the networks of communities, community members gained a better understanding of 

their situation and that of others, and strengthened the city-wide approach for future housing develop-

ment.

C A S E  2

yEAR 2011

City-wide surveying
and mapping

1

2

3

Community members then add more information: number of households, number of household 

members, land ownership, details about accessibility to basic services.

Step by Step :
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Ayutthaya,Thailand
C A S E  3

Aim :
To form a people’s network through the mapping process
To understand the overall situation of informal settlements in the 
city, as well as the upgrading possibilities.

Prepare the basic city map and 
city-wide survey form.

Once mapping and surveying is completed 
at the city-wide level, the same process is 
repeated at the community level to collect 
detailed information on each community. 
During the mapping process and discussion, 
the architect can also suggest possible 
solutions for housing implementation by 
using the information gathered by
community members and their knowledge 
of the area.

Summarise all information into
a city-wide survey table and
distribute it to all communities.

Input the information (including 
community pictures, community 
locations and names) into the city 
map. Identify land ownership
for each community and
represent it by different colours 
on the city map.

Present and share the information 
for each community and discuss 
community history, number of 
households, land tenure, area 
boundaries and community
problems.

Organise the groups tasked with 
conducting the survey, with a 
community representative
from each area / community
designated as a host. 

Step by step :

1

2

3

4

5

yEAR 2011

34
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The role of the development agency and 
facilitators is twofold: to organise a platform 
for people to work together in a people or 
community network, and to ask open-ended 
questionsrather than leading questions.
Examples of open-ended questions include
“how would you describe your community?”; 
“what kind of elements should be mapped for 
outsiders to understand your community?”

Once the mapping process is completed, it is 
important to organise the discussion session 
and make it open for all people and stake-
holders to discuss problems and possible 
solutions.

Working groups should be subdivided into
smaller groups (around 3-8 persons per group) 
with people who have knowledge about their 
communities. A working subgroup can be started 
with one active person; at a later stage, other 
representatives can be included such as young 
people, women, and especially the poorest
community members. 

The result of the mapping 
process is not only all the 
datasets created, but more 
importantly the people’s
networks which initially 
emerged to categorise
common problems and
eventually form groups that 
will work together in
the community or in
a relocation project.   

C H A P T E R  5

T iPS

Tips :

Outputs and impacts :

36 37
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Make it fun like a game rather 

than a technical exercise

Start with the easiest step to build people’s confidence, and 
avoid technical terms and steps which create tension. Little 
by little, people can take charge of the whole process with 
some support from development agencies.  

“ ”

Mistakes by professionals

can make people more confident
Community people know their community better than outsiders like 
support agencies. Our role as support agencies is to build people’s 
confidence and help people plan and define their steps. 

“ ”
38 39
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Community children can actively help 
in the mapping process by measuring, being good company and 
communicating if mapping is a challenge to them. Sometimes, children’s 
ideas and vision suggest new possibilities and solutions during mapping.       

Children are 

A HOPE“ ”

“

Keep in mind that measuring is the process of 
visualising the actual size of things. It helps to 
make things tangible and visible, rather than just 
saying 3 metres. Measuring can be done using 
any materials that help people understand
dimensions, especially related to space utilisation.

Measuring unit 

vs.

body measuring

A good atmosphere for working
together is the key to success.
Eating and drinking together 
during the work process can 
create a pleasant and friendly 

ambience.

A good working
environment

and time
leads to good work

“

40 41



4342

Pay it forward…
Once community members understand the concept of

mapping, they can do and plan it in their own way, and 
they can become practical teachers for other communities.“ ”

Working in small groups really creates
a better job than work with a large 
number of people. Having 4-8 persons 
per group is the common number to 
allow everyone in the group to have 
a role and spaceto learn and share. 
A group can be divided into women’s 
group, children’s group, mixed group 

depending on its purpose.

Mapping by 

small sub-groups

“ ”
Think holistically,

map it locally

It is sometimes necessary to map something not
directly seen as a problem but which makes a community’s

situation worse and indirectly affects their livelihood, 
such as pesticides in farming, or chemical industries in 
nearby communities. Or it can be ordinary things in the 

community that are hiding their potential to help
development and add to a sense of community, such as a 

community cafeé or an open space for gatherings. 

“
42 43
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CAN
Community Architects Network

with support by ACHR


