
Solutions can come from the slums
Urban planning that involves the people and alternative service providers gives far 
better results than top-down efforts from the government, finds an IIT-M  study
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In  T iruchirappalli, Tamil Nadu, the re ­
sponsibility  of managing and m aintain ing 
a set of m ore than  160 com m unity  toilets 
was handed over by the T iruchirapalli 
City C orporation  to  a federation of w om ­
en self-help groups. A post-program m e 
field survey of 803 households revealed 
th a t the com m unity participation  had re ­
sulted  in the public toilets being far b e tte r 
m aintained, w ith  im proved com m unity 
hygiene, reduced open defecation and an 
increased num ber of to ilet users than  has 
been the case w ith  sim ilar public toilets 
elsewhere. The same results are seen w ith 
NGOs w orking in  C hennai slum s in Ka- 
lyanapuram , Sivarajapuram , Sem m an- 
chery, T huraipakkam , and Kodung'aiyur, 
w here the com m unity  has been involved 
in w ater and sanita tion  program m es.

Clearly, w herever slum developm ent 
program m es have involvedthe com m uni­
ty  at various levels, it has generated  a 
sense of ow nership over the project, and 
has helped ensure its success.

As the governm ent tries to  p rom ote the 
concept of Swachh B harat, the road ahead 
m ight be to use less governm ent in te r­
ventions and m ore com m unity partic ipa­
tion. And one of the places w here the 
w ork has to  begin is in the rapidly m ush­
room ing num ber of slums. W ith unprece­
dented  urbanisation , city slum s are 
growing at an  alarm ing rate. According to 
Census 2011, the slum population in India 
makes up 18.3 per cent of the to tal u rban  
population. In  absolute term s, the slum 
population  is p ro jected  to increase from 
93.1 million in 2001 to  104.7 m illion in 
2017.

One of the characteristic  features of a 
slum is the lack of access to  basic services 
as com pared to non-slum  areas. The g lar­
ing inequality  betw een slum s and o ther 
city settlem ents can have serious re p e r­
cussions on the societal fabric. Robert 
M cNamara, W orld Bank President from 
1968 to  1981, said, “If cities do no t begin to 
deal m ore constructively w ith poverty, 
poverty m ay begin to  deal m ore destruc­
tively w ith cities.” U nfortunately, provid­
ing access to  basic services in  slums is 
progressively becom ing a political agenda 
ra th er than  a social one. The dram atic 
victory of the Aam Aadmi Party  in  the 
Delhi Assem bly elections th is year is 
p roof of that.

W hile everyone agrees th a t living con­
ditions in slum s need drastic im prove­
m ent, the big question  is how to achieve 
this. The M illennium  D evelopm ent Goals 
(MDG) dem and fresh approaches th a t 
can ensure universal access to basic ser­

vices. A recen t study conducted by Indian  
In s titu te  o f Technology-M adras (IIT-M ) 
has used 248 instances collected from 
various slum  developm ent initiatives to 
analyse ju s t w hat w orks in u rban  p lan ­
ning and w hat does not. The resu lts were 
in teresting  and insightful.

Easing' access
Traditionally, all u rban  planning has 

adopted a top-dow n approach, a ttem p t­
ing to  solve the p roblem  of access to  basic 
services by sim ply providing the services 
and the connections to  them . W hile this 
m ethod serves the needs of political 
book-keeping, a more holistic approach is 
needed for long-term  results. Access is 
not ju s t about providing connections, but 
also about the services being affordable, 
adequate and durable. F urther, th e  res i­
dents of slums should no t be expected to 
spend laborious tim e and effort to  access 
basic services. The IIT-M  study showed 
that the involvem ent of alternative se r­
vice providers such as non-governm ental 
organisations and  com m unity-based o r­
ganisations (CBOs) in service delivery 
showed far b e tte r  resu lts than  the tra d i­
tional route.

W hy is th is so? The findings from  the 
study provided several explanations. In 
the trad itional public provision model, 
the planning and positioning of in fras­
tructu re  is quite ad hoc. This resu lts in 
overuse of in frastructure , w hich leads to 
d isrepair o r abandonm ent of the in fras­
tructu re  itself. In  contrast, NGOs and 
CBOs use a bottom -up approach to plan-

By paying adequate 
attention to the needs of 
the community, alternative 
service providers have 
adopted innovative and 
cost-effective designs to 
provide better access 
to service
ning, construction  and m aintenance of 
in frastructure . This m odel vastly im ­
proves access. By paying adequate a tte n ­
tion  to the needs to  the com m unity, 
alternative service providers have adopt­
ed innovative and cost-effective designs 
to provide be tte r access to service. And, 
m ost im portant, there  has been an effort 
to m ain tain  the facility to  ensure th a t 
in frastructure  is always available. For in ­
stance, M ahila Milan, the N ational Slum 
Dwellers Federation , and the Society for 
the P rom otion  of A rea Resource C entres 
have jo ined  hands in M um bai to  adopt 
cost-effective designs and m aterials to 
create w ell-ventilated to ilets w ith suffi­
cient running  w ater and  lighting.

All projects by alternative service p ro ­
viders have no t been equally successful. 
W hy do some projects have b e tte r o u t­
comes th an  o thers? The analysis shows 
tha t w herever there has been greater 
com m unity participation, the results 
have been positive. Second, such projects 
have sim ultaneously tra ined  the com m u­

nity  m em bers in  planning, design and 
m aintenance of the in frastructure , so 
that they  m ay take over the running  o f the 
projects over time.

Rights o f the informal
W ithout security  of tenure  and legal 

status, slum  residents cannot dem and the 
provision of basic services from  the gov­
ernm ent. And, according to  the 2011 C en­
sus, 36 per cent of all slums are “inform al” 
or “unrecognised”, denying th e ir  occu­
pan ts the m ost basic governm ent in fras­
tructu re . W hat goes unrecognised is the 
fact th a t these people might be illegal 
settlers bu t they  are rightful citizens of 
the country. G overnm ent agencies hes­
itate to  provide any form  of in frastruc tu ­
ral access to such slum s since it could lead 
them  to claim de facto  tenu re  security. 
Slum residents, for the ir part, cannot and 
do no t invest the ir own resources in 
building in frastructure  because there is 
always the im pending th rea t of displace­
m ent. They opt instead for illegal connec­
tions th a t are expensive and unreliable.

This is w here alternative service p ro ­
viders play a big role. They can w ork in 
inform al slum s and low-income groups, 
since their involvem ent does no t affect or 
confer legal status on the slums. In  some 
cases, they  have in fact leveraged their 
position to negotiate w ith  the govern­
m ent au thorities to seek legal connec­
tions th a t could eventually  change the 
status of the slums.

The governm ent has an am bitious ta r ­
get of making India slum -free by 2020. 
U nder the Rajiv Awas Yojana, w hich 
conies under the Jaw aharlal N ehru N a­
tional U rban Renewal M ission, and some 
o ther program m es, m ore than  $20 billion 
dollars was p lanned as investm ent to  re ­
alise th is goal. The W orld Bank, for one, 
doesn’t  seem  to th ink  th is is possible — it 
estim ates th a t long after 2020, nearly  200 
million Indians could be living in slums, 
up front the cu rren t 90 million. This 
prognosis m akes it all the m ore urgent 
tha t instead of relying on tried  and tested  
m ethods, we try  new  approaches. W hile 
the top-dow n approach to  urban  planning 
may be necessary, it is no t sufficient in 
itself. I t needs to additionally take ad ­
vantage of the com plem entary strengths 
of NGOs and the w ider com m unity to  get 
b e tte r results. Such a partnersh ip  ap ­
proach m ay no t give speedy results, bu t it 
can create lasting facilities. And th a t’s 
w hat finally m atters.

(Thillai Rajan A. is a Professor, D epart­
m e n t o f  M anagem ent Studies, I IT  M a­
dras, and  Sriharini Narayanan is a Project 
Officer at I I T  Madras.)

CH -C H


