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The first area resource center of SPARC man-

aged by the pavement dwellers in Byculla 

Mumbai set up in 1986 

This center initiated a national and interna-

tional process of setting up area resource 

centers in India and around the world. . 

All towns in India have ARCs, this one is in Karna-

taka, and below in Pune. In Pune its on top of a 

community toilet built by Mahila Milan  

ARC in Accra, Ghana: all focus is on giving 

communities a space that is their own to meet 



3 

 

SPARC  Annual Report 2011-12 

Reflections of a year gone by  

This has been a  year of organizational challenges  in 
which we have sensed  a strange paradox of everyone 
mouthing concerns  about  urbanization  but support to ad-
dressing its issues by grant makers seems to be reducing in 
the absence of quick returns. This means uncertainty for Civil 
society organizations to support organizational building, ex-
ploring innovations and creating bridges for the poor to inter-

act with the state for inclusionary development.  

More and more grant makers and national and international 
organizations are focusing on quick fixes, outcomes and 
project focused financing when critical inequity issues con-
tinue to encompass larger and larger populations whose 
expectations for support are confronted with unearthing of 
scams revealing corrupt practices, and a global financial 

crisis and reduced growth rate and high food inflation.  

It has led to a deep reflection within SPARC of how environ-
mental changes have the potential to change critical ele-
ments of institutional character practices and produce 
changes . More and more engagement has led to external 
organizations and agencies the Alliance deals with to treat 
our access to large numbers of people to make us sub con-
tractors to undertake specific activities and “do projects” but 
which can distort our basic focus to engage the various gov-
ernment institutions to engage the urban poor in addressing 

issue of vulnerabilities, poverty and exclusion. 

By seeking to collaborate rather than become sub contrac-
tors or consultants, SPARC seeks to promote learning en-
gagement and the coproduction of practices, policy and pro-
grams that community and cities can undertake together. 
Seeking to demonstrate how solutions develop, get refined 
and adapted and through several cycles of undertaking pro-

jects develop both capacity for scale and quality.  

Seeking to produce a response rather than a reaction, we 
have sought to demonstrate the contribution that the Alliance 
plays when it becomes the crucible to exploring solutions 
that work for the poor, engage the state and address long 

standing challenges to development for all in cities.  

Rather than shying from outputs and outcomes, we hope 
through this report and other documentation we take up to 
show how real scalable and robust solutions don't get pro-
duced like a rabbit from a hat. From their conceptual unfold-
ing, to initiating communities to design and develop strate-
gies and manage them is a long journey of learning, making 
mistakes, learning from those mistakes and refining and 

adapting processes to actualize outcomes. 

Actually assisting communities and their organizations to 
undertake activities after they have sought access to change 
and learning as they go along doing produces huge risks of 
failure, of coping with lack of experience and accusations of 
not producing perfect outcomes. Yet capacity to persist is 
vital to complete the several cycles needed for developing 

good practices. 

 

This annual report attempts to share our view of how the cit-
ies are moving on a trajectory that continues to plan and de-
velop without developing capacity to include the informal 
habitation and livelihoods co-existing with the formal city. It 
seeks to share the core focus of our work in developing fed-
erations and their capacities develop their ability to become 
knowledge creators and managers, teach learn and engage 
each other and the state to produce inclusive cities despite 

the hostile and irresponsive environment.  

It will share the range of innovative and precedent setting 
practices that the various networks within the federations are 
developing, scaling up and working on that address the prob-
lems of the most vulnerable in cities producing assets chang-

ing lives and influencing policies and city practices. 

Through all this we seek to reaffirm that the need for a institu-
tional arrangement like ours is vital for the investments that 
need to be made to have cities and the poor engage each 

other to produce sustainable cities.  

We like many other civil society organizations face  chal-

lenges of demonstrating our value:  

On the one hand by demonstrating leveragability of grants 
made to us by foundations and  trusts we hope to demon-
strate how much value emerged from such investments if the 
investment is patient . At the same time although very briefly 
in this report we begin to unbundle the immense crisis in the 
ability of the state to facilitate solutions that work for the poor, 
which lead to risks, initial failure  and delays in developing 

strategies and solutions.  

Government of India’s policies for NGOS is changing with 
immense implications for SPARC. In the Indian context all our 
processes are operating in a situation where addressing ac-
cess to land tenure basic amenities and habitat are crucial to 
the urban poor, but where the where the Direct Taxes regime 
is reducing what constitutes non taxable activities for non 
profits to welfare and charity as interpreted by the Tax depart-
ment. Those NGOS who get funds from international sources 
have to register with the Home ministry and fulfill the require-
ments of the FCRA ( Foreign Contribution Regulation Act) 
which we all now have to re register every 5 years instead of 

just once.  

Sheela Patel  

Director, SPARC 

For more information aboutour work visit us 

SPARC Website: http://www.sparcindia.org/ 

SPARC CityWatch Blog: http://sparccitywatch.wordpress.com/ 

SPARC Facebook Page: http://www.facebook.com/pages/SPARC/98181527302 
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Understanding the relationship between risks failure and development 

Urban poor groups have strong aspirations for change but 

much of what they try to change does not work – or appears to 

outsiders not to work. We often assume that the choices they 

made were faulty, rather than recognizing the structural impedi-

ments they face. But what is seen as failure may be part of a 

process that later achieves success. 

This issue is raised and discussed in a paper entitled SUC-

CESS AND FAILURE IN THE DELIBERATIVE ECONOMY by 

Arjun Appadurai who has worked closely with SPARC and 

Slum/Shack Dwellers International (SDI)  over the last ten 

years. We feel his essay will be very useful for philanthropists 

to discuss just as we in Slum/Shack Dwellers International 

(SDI) are proposing to discuss this and consider its implications 

for our work. 

Professor Appadurai argues that the deep aspiration and desire 

of those whose lives need desperately to change (and who 

philanthropy assists, supports and finances) fail many time be-

fore elements of their strategy get accepted and some change 

becomes evident. That process is a long and painful one, and 

stages on the way often get judged by outsiders as failures.  

Additionally, it is often not the choices made by the CBOs 

NGOs or groups that cause the failure but the inadequacies of 

the state. In addition, failures keep producing changes in the 

strategy until some impacts and outcomes become evident.  

Many philanthropic institutions stop funding initiatives that are 

considered not to succeed or stop funding the institutions that 

managed them. What is needed is a deeper reflection in how 

choices are made by foundations of what to fund and what 

is understood as external realities which impede the com-

munities or organizations assisted from obtaining what 

they should have access to. Systemic impediments, why they 

exist and how they produce constraints are often acknowl-

edged when grant proposals are written, and increasingly pro-

ject proposals which fit in three to five year cycles are assumed 

to breach their constraints. 

In some instances, funding is withdrawn from specific types of 

initiatives (eg health education for children) as the funding insti-

tution seeks a deeper social change.  But in most cases the 

assumptions of what can succeed to produce change and the 

time frame needed to do so have flaws from the outset. So the 

resources do not produce the anticipated impacts and support 

is withdrawn.  

Change driven by urban poor groups takes time and 

its often not a question of good management: It is so 

often assumed that the solution is a management strat-

egy when what constrains success is a deeply systemic 

and political obstruction of the rights and entitlements of 

severely deprived constituencies.  

It is deepened further by the confusion of who will bring 

change. Most often both NGOs and foundations empha-

size the need to create leaders within groups needing 

development investments so those whose rights have 

been denied take on leadership. But this assumes that 

creating leadership will cause some magical transforma-

tion in, for instance, state structures that will respond to 

their demands and make change happen within the time 

frame of their project.  

Risks and their measurements are not bad words; 

They should be examined and understood well. The fact 

that there are risks that foundations cannot mitigate 

within the time frameworks of their support make pro-

gram managers dilute or deny the extent of these risks. 

Or, grant seeking agencies either hide risks, or  demon-

strate over optimism about crafting change. This then 

raises false expectations of success – and projects are 

abandoned as they cannot meet these expectations.  

 Making choices to support the abstract whole or the 

specific output based focus for a project. Sustainable 

transformation is ultimately everyone’s expectation  yet 

systemic challenges require long process investments 

and assisting this is not a preferred option in today's de-

velopment interment framework. So, increasingly, the 

institutional framework that forms the basis and founda-

tion for various activities to occur, is not popular to fund, 

but a new short project demonstrating clear outcomes is.   

Making risks work for the poor is the challenge of 

this century. Today cities and their governance crafted 

in the 18th century have to change to develop  inclusive 

and equitable governance. Creating a genesis for en-

gagement between the various stakeholders in the city 

means engaging the poor. Developing in them a confi-

dence and capacity to believe they can and must contrib-

ute to the new city development strategy.  

For the Alliance the federating of slums and creating a institutional arrangement that communities of the poor own 

and manage is a multi decadal commitment. Its internal governance and its external negotiating and  management 

capacity are being crafted , experimented and executed each day. It’s the OPERATING SYSTEM upon which the pro-

ject ( apps) depends. It is silent, seemingly invisible but cannot be substituted. It’s worth making investments in ! 
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Leveraging outcomes and outputs  

Leveraging for change—organizations of the poor: 

Organizations working for empowerment, social change and 

transformation of those whom development leaves behind 

are often stuck between a rock and a hard place. Founda-

tions, grant makers and development agencies we work with 

have traditionally relied upon providing grants based on out-

put.  The concept of outcome based aid and grant making 

challenges those that strive to sustain a long term commit-

ment to change. Long term sustainable changes are difficult 

to calculate in terms of definitive outcomes and outputs as 

recognized by funders. 

1 Federation Building and institutional development 

amongst the disenfranchised 

2 Federations seen as institutions of knowledge creat-

ing  a sustained identity 

3 Federations as representatives of constituency 

4 Federations as designing problem solving R&D 

5 Federations as stakeholders in demonstrating scal-

able solution delivery 

Levels to develop a constituency 

1 Federations creating their own resources financial 

and organizational 
2 Federations are creating a pool of financial and non 

financial resources within their own constituency 

for change 
3 Federations are leveraging subsidies by the state 

4 Federations are leveraging resources from the mar-

ket 
5 Federations are leveraging practical demonstrations 

to develop policy locally, nationally internationally 

Levels to leverage resources 

Federation Building and institutional development amongst the 
disenfranchised and principles of leveraging grants 

At SPARC we first considered the possibility of looking at the leveraging 

chain when we struggled to explain why investments in creating area re-

source centers, building federations and women’s collectives and federating 

them had to be seen as investments. A world which views goals in terms of 

the number of projects completed needs to understand that a larger force is 

in play.  Creating a governance structure with  urban communities is a crucial 

and critical aspect of making change sustainable and for the investments you 

make to remain long after the financial support to deliver projects has gone. 

The Alliance has termed this the residue effect. It is what you leave 

behind after your organizational presence or project phase is over. In most 

development “projects” externally driven change agents come with re-

sources. Money, and incentives for communities to get together and agree to 

change and to be given resources whose impact when seen within the pro-

ject time forms basis of evaluations. Once the project is over and the external 

change agents are gone, those who were given the mantle of leadership, find 

their influence wanes with the withdrawal of structures, resources, and exter-

nal legitimacy and support. 

Federation bureaucracies: Federations are developed by the Alliance as 

institutions of creating knowledge  and sustained capacity to engage various 

institutions through their identity as federations. Federations create  informal 

institutional links with each other and when this reaches a critical mass, they 

have the ability to create knowledge, structure a robust network and provide 

solidarity to each other’s challenges and needs. Their ability to  support the 

enlightened community through refining and circulating knowledge and in-

sights created by their association is retained long after specific investments 

move on.  

The Alliance believes and demonstrates that grants made to the Alliance not 

only fulfill the purpose of organizing communities, but also influences many 

other aspects of development essential to change the lives of the poor both 

federated by the Alliance as well as others who live in slums.  

Summary:  

Grant investment received sets the gears in motion. Funds are directly used to conduct the sanctioned / agreed upon activities - 

which is our legal obligation 

Level 1 Leverage: Funds invested produce innovative processes that produce solutions (housing / sanitation / livelihood etc - 

usually at local level) that are acceptable to the community & state 

• This results  in opportunities to bring about a policy or programmatic change - at  local, city, state, national or international 

levels since existing traditional / existing procurement systems are challenged by NGOs and CBOs - even if informally at first 

Level 2 Leverage: investment 'pre finances' for project designs that will later be paid for and scaled up by the state / private 

sector  

Level 3 Leverage: traditional state roles of delivering (housing / sanitation for instance) - transferred to community / federation: 

also leveraging subsidies and/or investment by private sector  

Level 4 Leverage: Change in public practice - e.g. legal and political reforms 

This annual report seeks to focus on a combination of who we are; what we do; how the cities and  urban policy in India 

is emerging; to reformulate and rehash our roles and relationships to make cities equitable and inclusive.   
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Reimagining Indian Cities: inclusion possible or not? 

Should evolution of cities continue on the present trajec-

tory?  Should we ignore the character of the Indian city and ape 

some model which has caught the imagination of a opinion 

leader? Such as  Singapore? shanghai? 

Unfortunately, current  city planning indicates that unsustainable 

metropolitans growth and car based transport planning lack 

complete indifference to growing informality of work and habitat 

for at least a quarter to half the city population; is the present 

trend. The small and medium towns want to develop like Indian 

metros which aspire to be like Singapore and Shanghai, thus 

selecting the wrong imageries and becoming more  unsustain-

able. State interventions are always playing catch up, seeking to 

make investments only after problems reach insurmountable 

odds in which sustainable development becomes impossible.  

The evolution of the individual cities defines their character 

of both past and present. 

Unless we acknowledge our history and strive to learn from it, 

we will continue to make mistakes. Mumbai was a premier port 

as well as a textile hub.  Mumbai sought migration and produced 

its class structure based on that. Unlike other traditional port 

cities such as New York, Amsterdam and London which have 

regenerated and redeveloped other usage of their port lands, 

The Mumbai  Port Trust continues to be the biggest land owner 

and refuses to accept that its days as a premier port are over.  

How should cities that no longer fulfill their past industrial or 

historical purpose reinvent themselves? What process and what 

debate facilitates this transformation? Mumbai lost its opportu-

nity to produce public housing and open spaces when textile 

lands which were given to mill owners opted to build commercial 

or residential structures.  The Indian state capitals and district 

towns each has a history, for example, Pune grew as a educa-

tional center and is now  an IT city.  Various other cities were 

either mandi or market towns, or grew around some industry. In 

almost every instance these evolutions have been incremental. 

Indian agriculture remains a crucial contributor to India's GDP 

yet little is understood and integrated into the district planning 

process.  The district planning process is a constitutional activity 

striving to create stronger and more proactive links to strengthen 

what cities and towns can do for agriculture, be it markets, trans-

portation, storage and/or value added industry at scale. Urban 

and rural investments are seen as being in perpetual contesta-

tion, rather than as a continuum interdependent on each other. 

 

Variables that define the cities: 

Transport—Unfortunately, flyovers, highways, and malls seem to define 

the imageries of development. Indian cities are catering to the 2-5 % car 

owners by allocating their resources primarily to transport investment.  On 

the other side, a nation of walkers and cyclists are being pushed aside by 

development plans that build luxury apartments and gated enclaves for 

the elite and redefine the city spaces.  

Migration choices and studying trends: 

Are national demographers willing to work to make predictions based on 

migration choices and can planners in the cities build plans based on their 

understanding of these? What must cities do to be prepared? How do we 

cope with  present regional migration impact and xenophobia? How well 

do we recognize city cultures and how can there be collective nurturing of 

city cultures as they develop? Will globalization and economic growth 

produce or force monoculture of staged activities and built form?.  

Universal factors that will Impact cities: 

Are cities molded by dominant elite monoculture or spaces for a range of 

cultures and practices? Formality and informality: bazaar that include 

informality or malls that exclude them? Can the two co exist? Have we 

understood implications of this choice?. Peace and economic prosperity: 

capacity to coexist with differences or not. Where do women fit into this? 

Are cities able to put women into the equation? What about the slums? 

For a long time to come this phenomenon will continue as it is seen as a 

solution or a problem. What about climate change and calamities? What 

about educational options and value to produce sustainable livelihoods? 

Our imagery of the next two decades is that of a young India on the 

move:  

The future holds a whirl wind of movement as villages transform them-

selves into towns; where opportunities as and when created will seek 

talent and labor, but unlike in the past, cities will need to demonstrate their 

ability to attract people who will have choices and will not be desperately 

and helplessly pushed into the labor market. Identity and its universal 

recognition will be crucial in facing challenges as people move around. 

The present crisis of moving ration cards and election ids will not do.  

No alternative to good inclusive governance of cities.  Rarely have 

large singular investments (even in a place like Jamshedpur)  occurred 

within a short period. How do these investments and what they leverage 

not be accidental success stories but emerge from a process of planning? 

Yet every successful city has done so because of good governance struc-

tures, an active citizenry and good infrastructure that seek to work for the 

next several decades.  

 

Predictions depend on a range of variables and choices made consciously or by default that create the future 

of cities. Each choice produces a different scenario. What are the significant variables which will influence 

and impact the India of 2030? How crucial will issues of inclusion and governance be in making those 

choices? 

This is an extract from a presentation made by SPARC at a conference held by Columbia University in Mumbai  on planning and the future of cities.  
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The challenge of Indian cities defining themselves 

CITY DEVELOPMENT STRATEGIES (CDPs) and programs such as JNNURM are seen globally and by the Gov-

ernment of India as an articulation of the cities’ visions for themselves.  Organizations of the urban poor, 

whether habitat based or livelihood based, are primarily ignored in the visions of their cities except when allo-

cations for fund transfers based on  poverty programs need to be made.  

Cities lack accurate up to date data about informality.  

Although the JNNURM reform required a better information 

base for the cities,  this commitment was clearly not fulfilled 

by almost all of the states and cities in the period of 2005-

2012. Even today, the manner in which the National Gov-

ernment is suggesting doing the data collection on slums 

without proper systems to store and use the data makes a 

great part of this process seem wasteful.  

Cities  do not have the rights to provide even basic ser-

vices to the poor on central government lands. Most 

cities do not strive to provide basic amenities to all. BUT 

EVEN THOSE WHO DO, FIND THEY NEED PERMISISON 

OF CENTRAL AND OTHER GOVERNMENT AGENCIES 

TO SERVICE SLUM DWELLERS ON THEIR LANDS.  

Almost no city development strategy ever fulfills its 

visions - even those that exclude the poor. Most CDPs 

have been developed by commissioned consultants and 

remain paper exercises, rarely owned by the city. 

Governments at all levels abdicate their commitment to 

address poverty agenda in cities and do not connect  

slum upgrading to poverty alleviation. In an administra-

tive set up developed 60 years ago for a “land of Villages” 

the definition of urban poverty still eludes the national gov-

ernment which recently had the prime minister of India an-

nouncing that the government had to go back to the draw-

ing board for a robust urban poverty definition.  

What about the various dimensions of poverty?  There 

is no space to develop these nuances in a country that 

hosts some of the largest volumes of the poor  in the world. 

The more complex definition of relative poverty, of poverty 

which is acute or chronic, in large cities or small towns, of 

women headed households, of localities under climatic 

stress is moot when considering India.  

Urban poverty?  Many cities in India don't have poor in 

cities when measured by just caloric measurements.  

 

The Urban poor don't see themselves as all being in 

the same groupings. Creating a more nuanced under-

standing of vulnerability in cities is crucial. 
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Our reflections on slum upgrading in India : reality check 

Slums and upgrading in India  
 
1. The challenge of the perpetual deficit  

• what is counted and what is not 
• consequences of ignoring informality 
• the local war of attrition between the urban poor and 

cities 
• direct and indirect consequences of ignoring informal 

settlements 
• underlying political perspectives 
 

2. What people do and choices they have 
• squat near work 
• soft housing linked to insecurity 
• incremental upgrading 
• negotiating for recognition 
• financing and construction options 
 

3. State and National policy 
• creating a queue for legitimacy 
• older settlements first 
• build full houses without participation 
• assume private sector and markets will fill gap 
• very faulty and poor sub-segmentation of slums 
• no access to real formal finance 
 

4. Present JNNURM strategy 
• not even 50% absorption of subsidies 
• new housing stock not occupied 
• very few in situ upgrading plans 
• very little slum participation 
• no coordination of water, sanitation investments and 

upgrading 
 

5. Proposed RAY strategy 
• speak of tenure but no actual plans 
• Very deep confusion about the road map 
• financing completely unclear 
• community process expected but no support struc-

tures. 
• too subsidy driven 
• lack of coherent multi-decadal plan 
• same solutions for metros, medium and small towns 
• with middle income housing not available, housing 

for poor poached upon 
• no linkage with livelihood and transport planning 

• no coherent access to basic amenities 

Since 2005, there is a growing debate and investments na-

tionally and state wise have begun to develop, but the proc-

ess still has a long road to travel to have effective invest-

ments of the state and the community investments 

PATNA BSUP REHAB CONSTRUCTION 

PATNA PHULWARISHARIF 

A study undertaken by 

SPARC for National Techni-

cal Advisory Group (NTAG) 

of JNNURM to study the 

Basic Services for the Urban 

Poor projects indicated 

some common challenges in 

delivery of improved housing 

for the urban poor.  

1. The households chosen 

for the upgrading were 

not involved in the major-

ity of the instances. Also  

a small percentage of 

slums of which a very 

small number of house-

holds actually benefited 

within the 7 year time 

frame for these invest-

ments. 

2. Most upgraded projects 

did not have any access 

to water and sanitation. 

3. A ground plus three 

building type seemed to 

be the standard model 

for construction in cities; 

even in cities where there 

was no convention of 

such housing in the city.  

 

Government programs disregarded community participation when outlining detailed project reports (DPR).  In addition the 

government further disregarded the suggestions of the beneficiaries between price escalations; households unwilling to relo-

cate to new structures far away from the city; badly compiled household lists  of the beneficiaries.   The  assurance  that the 

7 year focus on BSUP would develop a potential capacity in cities to become inclusive and upgrade slums remains unful-

filled since the houses remain either unconstructed and unoccupied.  

See NTAG report on 11 cities march 2012 available with SPARC and NTAG of JNNURM  
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The great hope for the urban poor: lost in vertical top down plans  

Rajeev Awas Yojana (RAY) the hope of 2009, has 

been a policy that is now turning into one that is con-

fusing both cities and citizens.   

Initially, it sought to make a course correction to what 

JNNURM could not achieve. It sought to develop 

social audits of what had not worked, and to develop 

a tenure policy which would be able to provide secu-

rity for tenure to all. It sought to provide habitat linked 

housing and amenities to all, and committed to com-

munity participation.  

The Alliance was deeply committed to RAY and thus 

began city wide slum profiles to begin a bottom up 

community driven strategy to demonstrate what com-

munities could do in most of  2010-11 and part of 

2011-12.  

We began by seeking changes in the manner in 

which data was to be collected. The following were 

the suggestions which we made:  

A. Slum dwellers map slums, undertake their profiles 

and develop a city wide network of slums to dia-

logue with the city . This was to both build net-

works as well as a process of sustained dialogue 

to design and execute upgrading. 

B. Collect household data after selecting one slum 

and not for the  whole city.  We came to this con-

clusion after having seen the challenges of creat-

ing lists of households and the huge gap between 

data collection on households and giving them ID 

cards and the house being constructed without 

their involvement,.  

C. RAY’s main focus remains tenure yet state and 

national governments were all shying from the 

present reality of slums on various land holdings 

and the need to create a policy to ensure that the 

city can provide them tenure and amenities.  

Instead we found that the Ministry for Housing and 

poverty alleviation has given states money to conduct 

household surveys which in turn were tendered to 

consultants.  

RAY assumed banks would give loans and the sub-

sidy would be reduced.  Unfortunately,  banks do not 

want to give loans and the State governments want 

the subsidy to remain at same level.  

Announcements of change are seen, but no clear 

direction and action is visible.  
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Getting to know the Alliance of SPARC MM and NSDF 

 

SPARC (Society for the Promotion of Area Resource Centers)  was set up in 1984 to create institutional mechanism for profession-
als who wanted to work with communities of the urban poor in partnership. Without intending to the focus remains towards secure tenure, 
fighting evictions without relocation,  towards affordable housing and sanitation. These are issues that small communities and their organiza-
tions cannot obtain. Through trial and error and experimentation, the Alliance has developed horizontal exchanges, peer learning, surveys and 
enumerations, developing collective priorities using data, negotiating with government institutions and demonstrating solutions that work for 
them as a means to collaborate with state to find scalable solutions for issues impacting the urban poor. SPARC is part of the process of cre-
ating these processes with NSDF  and MM and the legal holder of all contracts and projects that the Alliance takes on. SPARC’s relationship 
with NSDF and MM is symbiotic  and all strategies risks and explorations emerge from a consensus to explore solutions for face challenges 

together. 

NSDF (National Slum Dwellers Federation) was set up in 1975 by  men defending their settlements against evictions and feeling be-
trayal and anger at the inability of the NGOS working in their neighborhoods to support this struggle.  Over time, their explorations produced a 
city based associations and their networks linked communities across cities. In 1986, having observed SPARC and Pavement dwellers ad-
dress demolitions through data collection and negotiations with the city, they sought collaboration with SPARC and the then nascent Mahila 
Milan. This engagement initiated SPARC into the trajectory of real partnership in which NSDF assisted pavement dwellers whom SPARC has 
begun to work with to become part of NSDF and Mahila Milan in turn moved from being collectives of pavement dwellers to becoming a sister 
organization of NSDF through which women in more traditional NSDF linked slums began to get an opportunity to work in partnership with 
men.  NSDF committed to Mahila Milan and SPARC that gradually, as women developed capacity for leadership, NSDF would crate space in 

the leadership structure for women, and today 65% of national leadership of NSDF are women .  

 

Mahila Milan ( women together)  was the name that women pavement dwellers gave themselves when SPARC began to work with 
women and helped them to explore the power of association through getting to know other women and their networks on pavements. It was 
this engagement that helped SPARC innovate its first enumeration, WE THE INVISIBLE, when women from pavements sought the support of 
SPARC staff to seek dialogue and negotiation with the city of Mumbai rather than be confrontational when facing demolitions. The survey 
sought to help communities and cites acknowledge that those who lived on pavements came from the poorest districts of Maharashtra and 
India, worked at very low wages and had no assets in the village when they left it.  The savings network also began in the pavement settle-
ments and it was women from Byculla who developed the house model exhibition to demonstrate what kind of houses women could design 

given the chance.  

SSNS ( Sparc Samudaya Nirman Sahayak) Set up in 1997, SPARC NSDF and Mahila Milan began to develop  a deeper understand-
ing into construction, design and financing of habitat and  SPARC as a trust was unable to take on construction and seek finances for these 
projects. Together they created SSNS which is a not for profit company that  supports communities to take on construction projects. It trains 
communities to design projects, assists them to work with professionals and provides them management support to apply for tenders for 
projects and put together project finances.  SSNS serves to demonstrate alternate forms of  construction practices that are driven by commu-
nities, and provides opportunities for men and women - a possibility to set up a small businesses in  construction as they serve their commu-

nities.  

Sadaak Chaap ( Street Children's network) set up in 1988 to provide street children an opportunity to grow up safely assisted by 
NSDF and Mahila Milan, this network sought to design night shelters as an alternative to juvenile homes from which these children invariably 
ran away.  Through informal partnership with child welfare, the police and communities all area resource centers were converted into night 

shelters, and soon after the city began to give spaces for night shelters across the city to NGOS working with street children.  

Seeing is believing ! 

Doing things is the only way the poor can learn and change their lives!  

Believing that everything is possible!  

Slum Dwellers International set up in 1996, SDI founded by several Alliances like the Indian Alliance seeks to expand the possibilities 
for horizontal exchanges learning and the right to advocacy to slum dwellers for their Habitat and identity at national and global levels.  

Championing the right to the city, to identity and right to participate in shaping cities … are a few of the commitments of SDI.  
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Understanding how we work together: our tool kit 

Area resource centers (ARC): SPARC is committed to setting up commu-
nity owned and managed centers locally which SPARC then hands over to com-
munities. ARC is the place where information gathered by enumeration and 
other data of communities is stored; where women document their money trans-
actions as savings collectives; where the network they represent meet to dis-
cuss their communities’ concerns and begin to work out solutions they need to 
present to cities and government institutions. In addition, the ARC provides the 
space where officials and guests can meet with communities when they come 

as guests of federations.  

Peer exchanges : The concept of creating peer exchanges emerged from the 

realization that women from pavement slums had not visited the women from 

the next street. First peer exchanges was a forum to share survival stories and 

develop a sense of self worth; later it eventually developed into a forum to 

explore possible strategies and solutions which a particular community had 

tried.  Peer exchanges have became the basis of supporting and working to-

gether to address common problems.  Gradually the peer exchanges began to 

extend to different parts of the city and eventually to other cities and other 

countries. Any innovation developed in a locality became available to any com-

munity or federation that sought to explore it.  

Women's’ savings and loan collectives: While the world was excited 

about micro credit, women from Mahila Milan began to explore setting up 

savings groups. Women long for a safe place to save money. The Alliance built 

their capacity to first trust one another to be able  to give humble and modest 

amounts to one of their members to document and keep safely, and gradually 

to lend each other based on collectively developed rules  for crisis and house-

hold emergencies. By default, the savings book has become a federation mem-

bership document. Over time, women have begun to manage larger loans for 

livelihoods and also housing. Savings improves the solidarity and connectivity 

of the neighborhoods.  In addition, women are able to tackle the tough issues 

of habitat and amenities as they learn to assist and support each other on a day 

to day basis . 

Enumerations of settlements and households: when in doubt count! 

This is a basis of how communities have learnt to survey their settlements, 

document all slums, and count households and produce identity for themselves 

that the city has  failed to give them. NSDF did their first surveys when they 

were being evicted and SPARC and Mahila Milan did their first survey to dem-

onstrate that pavement dwellers could be counted. Subsequently, surveys have 

been done jointly and over time, Mahila Milan and NSDF volunteers have 

taught communities to undertake these activities, learn to undertake analysis 

of quantification of data, and learn to use it internally to develop priorities  on 

the basis of which their solution development and advocacy can be based on.  

Precedent Setting and producing solutions: Often developing solutions 

for the poor means  breaching existing rules, and creating a process of negotia-

tion to demonstrate the validity of these choices, thus setting the precedents.  

Creating processes and products are all what we consider precedent setting.  

Before involving the city or the state, first the community must agree on the 

solution.  Once the communities find it acceptable, then it is presented to the 

government representatives at different levels. Once a precedent is acceptable 

in one place it becomes the tool for advocacy for others in other cities and 

eventually in other countries to explore with some modifications.  

Dialogue and negotiation to finding resolutions to problems and 
conflicts The Alliance believes that  if the state trusts a bad solution for the 

poor, rather than accepting it, they can instead demonstrate the viability of 

another solution.  In other instances resources allocated yet unused for the 

poor can be accessed through dialogue. In still other situations the needs of the 

poor or their rights are ignored by state policy and documentation and evi-

dence can bring that to the notice of the state. The real challenge is capacity of 

the state to  providing responses.  

Core organizational com-

mitments of the Alliance: 

Setting up Area Re-
source Centers i.e.: 
community centers 
which communities 

OWN and manage. 

Support communities 
to join a savings and 
credit program which 
builds trust within a 
settlement while simul-
taneously strengthen-
ing the financial assets 
of the participating 

families. 

 Assisting the commu-
nities to collect  de-
tailed information about 
themselves i.e.: enu-
merations, mappings, 
and surveys, so that 
they can negotiate with 
the local authorities 
from an informed posi-

tion.  

Facilitating exchanges 
and horizontal knowl-
edge creating and 
learning for communi-
ties to visit each other, 
share ideas and learn 
from each other's ex-
periences and lessons 
through peer ex-

changes. 

 Organizing housing 
and toilet exhibitions 
which showcase afford-
able housing and sani-
tation solutions to gov-
ernment authorities as 
well as local popula-

tions. 

Conducting pilot or 
precedent setting pro-
jects to demonstrate 
the types of housing 
and infrastructure mod-
els that are beneficial to 
the poor and to demon-
strate ways in which 
the city could be scaled 

up substantially. 

Build bridges for dia-
logue between com-
munities of the poor 
and government institu-

tions 

Advocating for pro-
poor policy changes 
while keeping in mind 
our grassroots mobili-
zation work and experi-

ence. 
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Understating  how the federations functions 

Creating a basis for collective behavior.  Although the informal slum dweller represents the majority of the population in many 

cities, they are marginalized and believe they cant make a difference, trapped as they are in a survival mode. Ethnicity, language, historical 

affiliations of caste, region and other such identities divide them. NSDF and Mahila Milan seek to produce an overarching identity as slum 

dwellers to create a better life for their children and to have them believe that together they can make a difference without shedding their 

other identifies.  The Alliance strive to explore the power of collective explorations, developing solutions that work for the poor which 

they can drive and learn from, and sharing and learning with peers.   

Community demonstration processes: 

 Federations approach entrepreneurial communities to 
volunteer to test the strategies developed by the federa-
tions.  NSDF and Mahila Milan view this as a collective risk 
taking ring undertaken by the federations. Often times it is 
the individual who undertakes these explorations rather 
than the government. The federations explores this to dem-
onstrate to the city the value of such an alternative that 

works for the people as well as the city.  

Creating a critical mass of communities ready to 
explore solutions to their problems.  

PILOT PROJCTS designed by idealistic elite are being 
replaced by the desperate need for robust scalable solu-
tions. Ideas and strategies when discussed and debated by 
large number of people are quite like putting any matter in 
a sieve to see what is solid and what is flaky. As more and 
more communities examine the solutions  endless possi-
bilities, lacunas and new add ons are discovered and 

pulled into the solution formation.  

The right to participate in solving problems has 
three values:  

Firstly it provides the journey for robust scalable solutions. 
Secondly, it makes the urban poor centrally involved in 
developing and testing a solution. Lastly,  it facilitates part-
nerships of varying kind between the state and the poor 

that remains absent in most development interventions.  

The value of a federating process to a city man-
ager or mayor:  

It is often evident once the process begins. The common 
assumption by the government leaders is that the poor 
cannot address any of the challenges by themselves. Once 
the process begins, mayors and politicians join the  ex-

changes to see what is happening in other cities.  

The federation model is based on the realization that solutions to urban challenges of informality do not exist within the present 

rule of law, and many things that can address the aspirations of the poor  remain outside the realm of present rules and norms 

that provide the framework of the city. They need to be changed or replaces and organizations of the poor federated such as 

NSDF and Mahila Milan are … have begun to produce some of these solutions.  

Change and innovation needs to constantly be 
refined:  

On the onset, strategies are far from ideal, they evolve and 
are refined based on different contexts and needs. Federa-
tions develop capacity to understand and make changes 

with experience and feedback.  

Area Resource Centre 

Metro Rail Meeting at Marol Naka, Mumbai 

Meeting with Corporator  at Pune 
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Insights into Federation practices  

Organizing the most vulnerable is 
the essential first step: Community’s 
and/or individuals which have the ability to 
solve their own problems do not need to 
federate. Only those whose problems 
seem unsolvable  will seek the critical 
mass that federations produce. Fortu-
nately, the benefits of a successful federa-

tion is reaped by others for years to come. 

Women must be centrally involved  
to produce sustainable solutions: 
Often  organized communities and/or 
development interventions of the poor 
don't involve women. In contrast, the 
Alliance’s experience has shown that only 
when women are central to the creating of 

solutions that they are robust.   

No solution trickles down: Develop-
ment often  seeks the LOW HANGING 
FRUIT. It assumes that early success will 
encourage more money to be made avail-
able for the process. However, rarely do 
these solutions trickle down. Instead 
when the solutions are created for the 
bottom 30%, they take time to develop 
refine and scale, but once they work, they 
are adapted to the better off while ensur-
ing that the needs of the poorest are con-

sidered.  

Solutions never emerge on a one 
time basis - federations need to 
repeatedly engage in the process: 
Federations have understood that explor-
ing a new possibility equals to taking 
risks. Even though the initially the concept 
may be clear, there usually are many 
frailties' in the execution which need to be 
resolved over time. New solutions have to 
be given a chance to survive  and scale 
up and produce policy and practice that 

benefits the poor.  

Share strategies while they are 
happening rather than after the 
fact: Communities are able to adapt 
better if they are involved while the proc-
ess is on going.  For example, its like 
learning to cook while someone else is 
cooking and seeing the outcomes rather 
than coming after.  For those who are 
exploring something new may get sug-
gestions and encouragement if they allow 

people to question them. 

Good solutions to complex issues requires patience It is not by chance that the needs of the poor 
are rarely acknowledged; that very little investments go into finding scalable solutions; and in most instances 
processes and projects get left half done. Federations believe that unless there is stamina patience and per-
severance are the key ingredients towards a breakthrough for the poor.  The federating process provides 
these qualities the resources and the support for innovation and experimentation and solidarity that produces 

ways and means for the poor to feel confident and qualified to explore, negotiate, and execute strategies.  

Creating a transition for 

the urban poor from a 

survival and opportunistic 

mode to one of taking 

charge of their own des-

tiny is a tough and risky 

process.  Poor house-

holds and neighborhoods 

socialize in feudal set ups 

and have to cope with 

informal governance ar-

rangements where alle-

giance is provided in re-

turn for informal security. 

Thus the poor risk a great 

deal to explore member-

ship in the federating 

process.  

More often women rather 

than men reach out to 

this exploration. The 

women aspire to create a 

better future for their chil-

dren and grandchildren. 

Most importantly, the 

women want a secure 

place to live and to bring  

up their children. Creat-

ing organizational prac-

tices and institutional 

arrangements, however 

informal and producing 

practices and rituals that 

bring a new set of in-

sights about the world 

around them is a tough 

and slow process. The 

risks which are a part of 

the process are dealt with 

each others support.. 

Unfortunately, those re-

sponsible for develop-

ment have yet to em-

brace this strategy. 
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Creating knowledge, peer learning and sustained engagement 

Creating a basis for collective behavior.  Although the informal slum dweller represents the majority of the population in many cities, 
they are marginalized and believe they can’t make a difference, trapped as they are in a survival mode. Ethnicity, language, historical affilia-
tions of caste, region and other such identities divide them. NSDF and Mahila Milan seek to produce an overarching identity as slum dwell-
ers to create a better life for their children  and to have them believe that together they can make a difference without shedding their other 
identifies.  The Alliance strives to explore the power of collective explorations, developing solutions that work for the poor which they can 

drive and learn from sharing and learning with peers.   

Creating data that both aggregates and disaggregates 
the reality of the poor. Although outsiders who collect 
information from the poor claiming it is for their own good, 
seldom have an understanding of their needs. Community 
leaders, on the other hand, are trained to collect informa-
tion about themselves and aggregating this at the settle-
ment and the city level are able to transform their percep-
tions and determine how they present their demands and 

expectations collectively.  

Breaking isolation and marginalization by creating 

networks through exchanges.  The Indian Alliance 

clearly needs to extend beyond their network however 
large it may seem. Exploring how NSDF and Mahila Milan 
can share their experiences with other cities, through 
other networks is an ongoing challenge This year teams 
have expanded to several cities outside their network to 

impart their understanding while aspiring for more. 

Designing savings and credit groups that bring 
women into the center and produce financial literacy. 
Since trust has to be earned, communities which are able 
to pool their money together in your community, account 
for it, lend it to each other and learn how to document it, 
creating that trust is perceivable. Experience has shown 
that if women undertake this activity then the outcome is 

usually favorable. 

Building confidence to engage in dialogue and nego-

tiation. For the poor, agreeing to strategies is difficult if 

they don't have the mechanisms to seek solutions. Before 
engaging external actors, it is important to create a con-
sensus of what they seek from themselves and from the 
city. Enabling the communities with the confidence that 
they can engage in a dialogue is the first step in negotia-

tions.  

Creating an institutional arrangement in which the urban poor are actively involved in development requires numerous proc-

esses to work simultaneously. Even though “crowd sourcing” digitally is the rage in development today, the challenge lies in 

creating changes in poor peoples lives and actualizing what advocacy can produce, engagement by those whose lives are to 

be impacted by this change and who are not part of the digitally connected and live beyond this digital line.  NSDF and Mahila 

Milan share and mentor other communities to these values.  

Set precedents for change. For the poor, changes 
needed seem impossible to craft. Hope arises when the 
communities hear that other communities like themselves 
have set PRECEDENTS that others can demand from their 
own city. These changes whet the appetite of communities 
to learn of precedents and explore if they can also set one 

themselves. .  
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Challenge of legitimacy for federation rituals and practices 

2. Slum dwellers data challenges other 
data sets. Slum data of settlements of house-
holds, or individuals, collected and collated by 
the poor themselves is a powerful instrument 
for collective reflections and for seeking 
change. In light of  these enumerations, many 
discussions, negotiations and projects have 
been initiated. This data has also become a 
crucial benchmark to assess impact and out-

comes. 

3.Savings and credit groups need to have 
multiple usages. The process of savings 
and loans within a community produces trust, 
it produces financial literacy and it creates 
sustained support networks and engage-
ments which helps mobilize large numbers of 
the communities.  Documentation practices 
of savings helps communities to demonstrate 
how these skills can be leveraged for other 
uses, such as managing projects, designing 
alternatives mechanism to deliver welfare;  
the most important factor being that it 
facilitates women's central participation 
in the change process.  

Taking risks to find solutions has to get 
support at a wider scale and level. 
Change in habitat, in livelihoods, and in gen-
eral addressing informality within formal 
institutional constraints is a difficult, long, 
and often unpredictable process. By and 
large, both NGOs and the government have 
not made substantial investments with re-
gard to these issues. Clearly working in a 
few locations does not produce the critical 
mass for making change happen. Inevitably, 
there can never be any changes without 

taking risks.  

No solution is perfect and mistakes 
need time to be improved upon. Often 
initial outputs undertaken by the poor are 
discounted because perfection and collec-
tive learning don't go together.  Federa-
tions support each other, seek to transfer 
insights to the extent they can, and in addi-
tion, the Alliance seeks to assist communi-
ties to undertake more than one project to 
build skills, refine their knowledge and 

build on their confidence. 

1. Peer learning produces  the knowledge 
and optimism to engage and negotiate. 
Peer exchanges occur when communities 
seek out other communities with similar con-
cerns and aspirations. By meeting others who 
have sought to change their conditions 
through a collective process encourages 
other communities to explore new possibili-
ties, learn new ways to explore the world and 
understand new conditions under which they 

can seek change.  

4. Creating precedents and taking 
them to scale. The Alliance’s experience 
shows that the solutions developed for 
formal housing doesn’t work for the poor. 
Thus, developing alternatives demon-
strated through a precedent setting pro-
ject, design or process is essential. After 
the initial phase of demonstrating alterna-
tive, it is vital to scale it and begin to tease 
the scaling challenges so that these hard 
earned strategies survive for others to 

use.  

Mainstream insti-

tutions have a 

deep rooted bias 

against the poor. 

Creating legiti-

macy for the poor 

to gather data and 

present it contests 

what information 

the mainstream 

o r g a n i z a t i o n s 

have about the 

poor constitutes 

the RIGHT TO RE-

SEACH of the 

poor. 

The challenge for producing partner-
ship and collaboration. Solutions require 
more than one actor or stakeholder to pro-
duce change and access resources. Usu-
ally, cities and financial and technical insti-
tutional arrangements are not willing part-
ners of the poor. Initially SPARC plays the 
bridging role but ultimately the linkages 
between the poor and cities or other or-
ganizations have to be sustained in and of 
themselves. Questions regarding how 
much time it will take and how well it plays 
out are issues that we are still learning 

about.   
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Savings and Loans the critical educational tool 

Each woman who volunteers to collect money 

from 15 people in her neighborhood is often 

promoted to a community leader. She not only 

helps women to save, but also lends support to 

the households. The trust she creates enables 

many other activities to take place. The first ten 

women who developed this capacity have trained 

thousands of other women.  

Women from several such groups meet regularly 

at their area resource centers, pool their money 

together, develop rules and accountability 

mechanisms which they present to their commu-

nity centers. Their transformation and empower-

ment has changed their neighborhoods, and 

developed a dialogue with the external world to 

whom their ability to transact with money pro-

duces other possibilities. 

Inter city networks now have more women than 

men who attend the national meetings. The 

strength of these large groups of women and 

men has helped address the urgent needs of 

habitat amenities livelihoods. Questions such as 

WHAT CAN WE DO? HOW SHOULD BE PRO-

CEED TO ESTIMATE WHAT WE NEED? WHAT 

CAN WE ASK THE CITY OR STATE TO CON-

TRIBUTE? AND HOW SHALL WE ENGAGE 

THEM? are often discussed. 

Leveraging Savings 

1. Organizationally: organizationally there is a direct linkage between the trust that savings induces in settlements and the 

ability to remain mobilized while learning numerous actions that can benefit the households and communities.  

2. On gender linked issues : The Alliance has always sought to embed women's central participation within the organizational 

process with a deep commitment to women’s roles and status within their homes and their communities. By developing 

capacities to expand what they can do for their homes and neighborhoods, women find that their status within their home 

changes.  It sets a precedent for others to review how men and women can work together for collective goals in develop-

ment.  

3. Financially to access more funds :  Women’s savings and lending have now created the basis for bulk borrowing, for ex-

panded credit for various activities, and their ability to manage loans means the loans can be given at lower interest rates.  

4. In Project  Management : Women's collectives within the Mahila Milan have been the main “managers” of in situ construc-

tion.  The Mahila Milan facilitates the women to participate in redesigning their homes, and participating in designing the 

final outcome.  

5. Within the SDI  network this innovation has been spread to countries affiliated with the SDI where similar leverage 

emerges, thus making exchanges innovative refinements of strategies  now circulating   and involving men and women in 

committing themselves to strengthen women’s participation. 

Starting with the poorest women who save from their daily spending, Mahila Milan’s first loans are for food, emergency medi-

cines, and money for transport to find jobs.  It is only the beneficiaries that can explain evocatively how powerful it is to get this 

money from peers with dignity rather than from the money lender.  

Amount lent to Communities 
MM Loans 23 Rs. 63,500 

RMK Loans 684 Rs. 45,20,000 

Revolving Fund Loans 341 Rs. 25,74,500 

Total Savings Groups 

States 2011-12 2010-11 

Maharashtra 122 116 

Tamil Nadu 319 319 

Andhra Pradesh 83 83 

Pondicherry 99 98 

Gujarat 19 19 

Odisha 151 133 

Uttar Pradesh 38 38 

Karnataka 95 85 

Delhi 1 1 

Total  927 892 

New Groups Formed 

States 2011-12 2010-11 

Maharashtra 4 6 

Tamil Nadu 8 8 

Andhra Pradesh 9 9 

Pondicherry 12 1 

Gujarat 0 0 

Odisha 0 18 
Uttar Pradesh 0 0 

Karnataka 0 10 

Delhi 0 0 

Total  33 35 
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Surveys and Information gathering: knowledge is power 

The image shows the biomet-

ric documentation that federa-

tions now produce completely 

internally for various city con-

tracts for surveys of slums.  

 
All residents number their 

homes (once all the numbers 

are accepted by everyone) in 

oil paint forming the reference 

numbers for future documen-

tation. 

 Communities map their settle-

ments together which the sur-

veyor then drawls at scale so 

that the structure number on 

wall and on the map are con-

nected and will be the number 

on the interview schedule . 

Understanding how grant assisted learning is 

leveraged. 

1. Initially a pilot is undertaken to demonstrate 

its value to the community. Then the people 

get trained to undertake the surveys and 

fulfill all the steps mentioned.  

2. Next, through contestation, city and govern-

ment officials begin to respect the data 

which is produced by the communities. On 

the basis of this information, development 

investments such as sanitation, upgrading, 

ration cards etc begin to be provided. 

3. Those connected to policy formulation (like 

MUTP, DHARVAI Redevelopment Project) 

along with others begin to adopt the proc-

ess thus ensuring improved transparency to 

information gathered and its access to all.  

4. City and state procurements processes 

tender out survey contracts and pay for 

surveys and federations bid and win con-

tracts. 

5. Government officials, along with organiza-

tions such as SDI highlight the process 

through exchanges of communities. The 

result being a domino effect in which more 

slum dwellers begin to undertake this pro-

ject. 

 

Table of household surveys done this year  

SDI affiliates have adopted this 

as part of their organizational 

work. In Uganda, the national 

government in partnership with 

the SDI has commissioned the 

community federations to sur-

vey 60,000 households in 5 

towns. 

In South Africa information 

gathered by communities forms 

the basis of the housing sub-

sidy delivered by the govern-

ment to townships. 

  Settlements Households 

Tata Power Phase I-IV 8 51 

MUTP 16 106 

MbPT 9 203 

Pavement Dwellers 24 538 

Metro Rail Corridor 19 1315 

Delhi 2 601 

Toilet Study 8 1101 

Total 88 4516 

State Cities Settlement Profiles 
 Conducted 

Maharashtra 8 592 

Tamil Nadu 22 591 

Karnataka 7 413 

Pondicherry 4 145 

Odisha 6 709 

Gujarat 2 881 

Andhra Pradesh 3 979 

Total 52 4310 

 All of the data about the home, 

the household, and individuals 

is printed as a register and 

checked by the residents, the 

city, and land owner, creating 

the basis of  project develop-

ment . All of the entitlements in 

a project are based on this 

register. 



 

18 

 

SPARC  Annual Report 2011-12 

Housing projects: Demonstrating delivery from advocacy 

Most poor people build their homes... 

The enormity of the poor peoples’ housing problems 

can not be addressed through a single solution.  

Thus, city based federations have taken up many 

different projects to explore what they can do. Fed-

erations have moved from grant based housing pro-

jects to project based financing solutions. (for more 

information on all construction projects see SSNS 

annual report)  

1. Initially, men and women learnt to design 

cost, and build model houses with grant 

funds.  

2. As cities began to look at the strategies, the 

Alliance received state funds which they util-

ized to blend it with loans to build the com-

munities houses.  

3. As construction projects increased, the Alli-

ance set up SSNS, a not for profit construc-

tion business. The start up capital for SSNS 

came from CLIFF and UPFI and other do-

nors to take on projects. 

4. Finally, banks, cities, and government poli-

cies are changing their procurements to al-

low community federations to build houses.  

5. SDI exchanges provides a platform for the 

slum dwellers from other cities to share their 

experience and present it to the international 

multilateral agencies as well. 

 
The basic requirement 

for women is an im-

proved home and a 

safe neighborhood. 

Mahila Milan’s first 

step is to model 

houses and determine 

their cost. 

In Mumbai there is a market 

based subsidy for slum 

dwellers who get a 25 sq mtr 

structure if all households 

agree to live in walk up or 

ground +7 buildings. Federa-

tions have taken up some 

constructions to demonstrate 

what communities can do. 

 
Those who have secure 

shelter get incremental 

upgrading loans to im-

prove walls, roofing and 

gradually upgrade their 

homes. These loans are 

given by Mahila Milan  

Subsides allocated to various 

housing welfare and develop-

ment activities remain under 

utilized and often lapse if not 

used within the time frame. 

Unwieldy procurement, poor 

supervision and lack of trans-

parency are some of the rea-

sons for the funds being  unuti-

lized.  

See details in SSNS Annual Report 2011-12. This 

series of projects have been undertaken by commu-

nities through SSNS and  total value is :  

Rs.  600,210,000 

 Several city federations 

such as Nanded and Pune 

in Maharashtra, Bhubanes-

war and Puri in Odisha and 

Bangalore in Karnataka 

have been able to get con-

tracts to assist communities 

to build their homes.  With 

state subsidies. 

BSUP Housing Projects 

  Total Units 

to be con-

structed 

Under 

construc-

tion 

Com-

pleted 

Pune 1125 655 274 

Bhub-

haneshwar 

578 175 67 

Puri 164 21 7 

Bangalore 1550 47 248 

Nanded 1500 150 50 

Total 4917 1050 646 
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Incremental housing: exploring new possibilities  

The experience of the Alliance has shown that almost 

every structure in slums today is self-built, upgraded, 

and managed by the household families.  Furthermore,  

almost every household has had some experience of 

working in some capacity in the construction industry. 

Several factors influence the household decisions on 

incrementally upgrading their house; affordability of 

materials; expenditure involved in the upgrade element; 

family priorities; and expansion. One of the important 

determinants is the security of land tenure based on 

which the family decides the extent of upgrade. It’s im-

portant to note that the “perceptions of security seem 

more critical than documentation of secure tenure”, and 

materials used in the setting up of the habitat are an 

indicator of these perceptions as well as gauging the 

financial capacity of household amongst many other 

factors.  

Our observations indicate that perceptions of 

“incremental housing “  by technical professionals and 

architects assume from the beginning a vision or “plan” 

as being in place for what the overall design is, and 

breaking  it into stages to be built over time for various 

reasons. On the other hand, the poor evolve and de-

velop housing gradually by observing others, assessing 

the money they have, taking into account external or 

environment element and determining the reaction of 

the city to their changes. This is a bit like making a 

patched work quilt. Some have all the materials and cut 

it symmetrically and start quilting, others (the poor) take 

whatever material they have and patch it over time. 

SPARC has sought to explore the ‘incremental hous-

ing’, the design materials, and delivery of financing in 

the form of action research process which aims to legiti-

mize how the poor add value to the national housing 

stock and explore the extent to which such practices 

can be formalized and recognized by various Govern-

ment, NGOs and financial institutions as one of the ef-

fective means of improving the living conditions of the 

poor. 

State Number of 

Households 

enrolled 

Average loan 

amount/

household 

Remarks 

Karnataka 557 Rs. 12,600/- 409 loans fully re-

paid until 2012 

Odisha 15 Rs. 48,000/- Loans given in Apr 

2011. 

Pondi-

cherry 

19 Rs. 30,000/- Loans fully repaid in 

2001-02 

Tamil 

Nadu 

6 Rs. 27,500/- Loans fully repaid in 

2001-02 

Creating a financial mechanism that can provide the necessary fi-

nancial assistance to the households and communities to perform 

the incremental upgrade is the focus of this exploration, although it 

seeks to be a process with multiple outcomes. Firstly it seeks to 

build on what the poor are already doing with a view to improve 

access to finance and give new conduits to funds earmarked to be 

lent to the poor for housing which never gets spent. This is because 

the medium and long term higher value loans don’t work with most 

households in the informal sector. Secondly, many compromises of 

design, ceiling heights, ventilation, and use of materials initially 

taken up by the slum dwellers in the process of incremental upgrad-

ing can be optimized with improvement, in other words, can the 

insight of professionals create outreach of public knowledge to pro-

duce better returns for the finance invested?  

Finally we would be exploring the possibility of developing building 

materials that can make construction, upgrading etc. more stan-

dardized with improved quality and reduced costs and the possibility 

of the improved materials being easily available at a good value 

combining with market linked scale and livelihood.   



20 

 

SPARC  Annual Report 2011-12 

Slums and Sanitation: slum dwellers advocacy for change 

The crisis of sanitation 

It is a mockery of development that there are more cell phones 

in India than there are toilets. Of all the MDGs that remain be-

hind target, access to sanitation is lagging behind the most, 

especially in the cities.  The biggest burden of informality is the 

inability to access basic amenities, most importantly sanitation. 

This burden falls more heavily on women and children. Women 

can’t go to defecate  in the day time since they have to do it in 

the open and also they face harassment and sometimes moles-

tation when they seek secluded spaces. UNICEF in India has 

indicated that young girls at puberty tend to drop out of school if 

the school lacks sanitation facilities. It has been found that feces 

of children who defecate in the open have more infections and a 

higher impact on health. Children often get worm infestations 

and further exacerbate malnutrition. 

Why is sanitation a governance issue 

Even though it may seem easier for NGO’s to consider solutions 

to the sanitation problem by procuring private funders, the Alli-

ance feels that it is advisable to involve the state at the onset of 

any such project.  Only the state has the capacity to scale up the 

project and provide the necessary amenities such as water and 

sanitation.  For the Alliance, sanitation access by the city re-

mains its first dipstick into inclusion, governance and transpar-

ency on equitable investments in infrastructure.  

 

The paradox of fund allocation and national and local neglect for 

access to sanitation is that even the meager funds allocated for 

sanitation in the cities are often unutilized. Providing sanitation 

to the poor is paradoxical.  On the one hand, while waiting for 

too long for sanitation delivery the slums  become too dense, 

and thus retrofitting toilets is both difficult and often not possible. 

This is further exacerbated by the fact that if slums are not part 

of the sewer linkages it gets exponentially expensive. As a re-

sult, sanitation without basic bulk infrastructure for fecal disposal 

and water access becomes a challenge.   On the other hand, 

cities don’t want to allocate amenities before a significant num-

ber of people come to stay.   

 

 

The Alliance, as the first set of actions to be un-

dertaken,  has pledged itself to ensure that mini-

mum sanitation is provided to the poor,  The Alli-

ance is working with the cities to make this hap-

pen.  To date: 

261 toilet blocks with average of 20 seats per 

block  means 5229 seats used by approx 261000 

users is completed 

In Mumbai and MMR Region, out of 617 toilet 

blocks 512 blocks are completed . This will mean 

12340 seats for 5,12,000 people will b served.  

 

All toilets have separate 
areas for men, women, 
and children, a room for 
the family of caretakers, 
and if possible a commu-
nity center. A committee 
of residents manage and 
maintain the toilet, hire 
the caretaker and collect 
money per  family. to 

cover costs.  



The Alliance is exploring ways to develop a joint venture with the municipalities to digitalize location mapping 

of toilet facilities.  In doing so, the communities can upload the challenges and the solutions the communities 

have explored to sustain the sanitation facilities in cities. Many cities both nationally and internationally have 

come to examine this model.  
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Sanitation delivery to slum dwellers 

Campaigning for universal sanitation: The Alliance has been advocating universal minimum sanitation for all since 

1995. In 2000, the Alliance along with some other organizations began a campaign to get the government to have a pol-

icy  on universal sanitation. In 2009, the cabinet of the government of India approved the sanitation policy as developed 

by the Ministry of Urban development.  400 towns and cities were reviewed for their sanitation status and  asked to de-

velop a sanitation delivery plan.  The bulk of the process has been accompanied by actual demonstration projects, col-

lective learning and capacity building of cities, their ability to deliver sanitation, and community capacity to design and 

deliver sanitation.  

Why Community toilets -   Dense slums which do not have a sewer connection 

and where the houses are less than 300 sq feet should not have toilets inside their 

houses. For such conditions, the only option is community toilet blocks. 

To create communities that are able to manage the sanitation issues while 

playing an active role in transforming their settlements is the first step in de-

veloping a relationship with the municipality and building  capacity in the communi-

ties. Designing a maintenance fund which is jointly managed by the city and the 

communities is the next milestone we seek to develop.  

Dealing with quality and learning process. In almost all instances of attempting 

scale, the first generation of construction has many challenges of design, quality 

and management. Both city and communities have to learn as they go along and 

only when they build the second and third generation of the same projects do the 

learning and capacity get developed. Challenges of undertaking new practices 

owning them and learning to collaborate in activities that neither have taken up 

before and for which professionals also have little experience produces challenges 

that are intimidating yet critical to overcome. 

Design and behavior change: Once the construction of the basic facilities are 

completed, the challenges of developing improved designs, creating an efficient 

management, and  understanding the behavior changes of users are explored.  

However, even in vigilant communities behavioral changes takes time.   A constant 

problem is the theft of taps and soap disappears. In addition, maintenance  chal-

lenges such as lack of water, overflowing septic tanks, over usage which results in 

the early breakdown of  doors and flooring are ever present.  Fortunately, observa-

tions and strategies experimented by some have produced solutions for others.  

Individual toilets:  If the situation is ideal for installing individual toilets, then the 

Alliance is not against individual toilets. Usually, in smaller towns, where the 

houses are bigger and where other aspects of managing disposal of fecal matter is 

possible, the Alliance encourages the communities to get individual sanitation fa-

cilities. This is presently accomplished by either blending a modest sanitation sub-

sidy that some of the cities provide to the slum dwellers topped off with a loan or a 

loan which the households have to replay over 15 months.  
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Moving from evictions to secure habitats for the most  vulnerable  

 

 

 

 

 

Development investments in cities are exacerbating evictions: UN 
statistics show that development investments have increased evictions  
world wide, which is defiantly evident in India. NSDF and MM have 
sought to create federations of settlements which face evictions by as-
sisting them to undertake enumerations. In addition, the Alliance helps 
the community to explore alternative of relocation rather than living in 
constant fear of eviction.  The Alliance's experience has shown that  
demonstrating an organized response to the threat makes a difference 

to the outcome. 

Eviction as a form of state inflicting violence:  Individual households 
or a slum can rarely compel the city to stop its practice of demolition 
which seeks to “clear slums”. The city or the administration rarely ac-
knowledge the fact that people living in slums do so out of necessity 
rather than a willingness; that often the most vulnerable in the city are 
evicted more than others destroying whatever meager assets they 
have. The  courts rarely provide a solution to the thousands who face 

this insecurity every day.  

The Alliance in Mumbai and Pune have worked with communities 

affected by infrastructure to create a strategy for relocation. Under 

regular circumstances these households would never have ac-

cepted relocation as an alternative. The households are on pave-

ments, along railway tracks, on port trust lands, and along the wa-

ter mains.  All of these places do not allow for in situ development 

or have public sector undertakings to restrict relocation.  

Until recently all of the projects undertaken  by the Alliance for relocat-
ing were with the public sector. Tata Power sought the assistance of the 
Alliance to design relocation  of households affected by their need to 
increase the heights of their transmission power towers.  The Alliance 
helped to document the number of households affected by this project 
and to locate tenements that Tata Power could purchase to relocate the 
households. Given the power crisis of the nation, the state of Maharash-
tra also agreed that this as a vital project. It demonstrates that our com-
mitment to seek relocation for the most vulnerable households can be 

adapted by the private sector as well.  

 

Numerous in-situ redevelopment can mean rapid gentrification 
which is also a form of eviction. Often the land on which the slum is 
located has great economical value which overshadows  redevelop-
ment.  Capitalization on the land value is deemed more important than 
the residents of the slum. In Dharavi, residents associations have 
sought to withstand this plan of government, not to stall development 
but to explore possibilities to produce a solution which will work for the 
city and the residents and improve their lives and livelihoods.  The Alli-
ance is working  with the community networks as well as with profes-

sionals to facilitate the community processes. 
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Upgrading urban infrastructure and securing Habitat options 

 Long needed city infrastructure has produced conflicts between 

slums and projects. 

The SLUM REHABILITATION ACT designed in 1995, estimated that 

20% of the informal settlements would need to be relocated to produce 

space for the city’s urgent need for infrastructure. Today that number has 

gone up to 40%. Herein lies the paradox, the 60%+   slum dwellers al-

ready live in less than 10% of the land and   they are now required to 

move, often to un-serviced distant  spaces, away from present liveli-

hoods. Yet unlike earlier situations, the structure for structure relocation 

policy ensures that they have some alternative.  

This year, the Alliance has supported the federations in these locations to 

stay steadfast and to seek a role in the Airport redevelopment project. 

Numerous theories on whether households should be relocated.  Within 

the development community there are various opinions about this. The com-

munity federations have chosen to relocate especially those who live by the 

pavements and railway tracks because their homes can never be upgraded  

and each generation is paying a heavier price by living in such conditions, 

where the average size of the house in less that 100 sq feet without any 

amenities.  

NSDF and federation of Slums along the Mumbai Airport : what are peo-

ple’s expectations. The situation of the households along the Airport is also 

linked to the infrastructure needs of the Mumbai airport. Interestingly, this 

federation sought land tenure and sought to realign to give the airport more 

space as part of their attempt to get secure tenure 20 years ago. A large 

number of them work in various services at the airport today. The community 

has agreed to move back and live in multi story structures but they are not 

ready to relocate to make space for convention centers, hotel, and/or malls.  

The value of community participation, and the 

value of their undertaking the survey process. 

Community networks seeking space and opportunity 

to work with government have so far been denied in 

the midst of all the externally produced lack of trans-

parency. Presently there are over + 98000 house-

holds or structures as part of the huge sea of slums 

surrounding the airport. 

Like Dharavi, the capital value of land is distorting 

the commitment of the state to redevelop the slums 

to integrate them into the city to improve the quality 

of their lives. The land is being sought out by the 

private construction companies and the state. 

How do principles of equity, transparency and good 

governance accompany such development? 

The Alliance takes up relocation only if all other options fail, or in the circumstances in which the people believe that 

relocating will improve their situation.   
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Police Panchayats and  community police collaborations 

The  creation of Police 
Panchayats in Mumbai reflects 
a form of leverage by organ-
ized communities exploring a 
relationship with the police.  

Seven women and three men 
along with a policeman from 
the nearby police station work 
together to address the issues 
which create conflicts in their 
neighborhood.  

These processes cover a wide 
range of issues: two families 
fighting because of misunder-
standing between children, 
girls being teased by boys in 
the neighborhood, parents 
dealing with children who 
have run away to get married, 
girls returning home due to 
harassment right to dealing 
with murders, kidnapping  and 
other such serious crimes. 

The Panchayats seek to be the 
first court of call for those 
seeking assistance, and solve 
as much as they are able to.  
The cases which require fur-
ther scrutiny are handled by 
the mainstream police system 
with the assistance of the Po-
lice Panchayat.  

Senior police leadership in 
Mumbai accept that policing in 
slums remains uncovered and 
the ratio of policemen to popu-
lation is very low . Communi-
ties of the poor are fearful of 
the police and thus police in-
quiries into matters that come 
to the police station do not get 
resolved. 

The Panchayats seek to facili-
tate this as a bridge between 
the slum dwellers and police 
and ensure that those who 
would never seek assistance 
for fear of the police, espe-
cially women, can now ap-
proach the Police Panchayats’ 
assistance to address their 
problems.  

Globally, the challenges faced in policing make it clear that preventing and resolving con-

flicts at an early stage are more important when addressing such issues. In many coun-

tries, individuals from communities volunteer to assist the police.  

Likewise, respected members of the communities are nominated to listen to problems and 

conflicts.  In India this set up came to be known as Panchayats.  The transparency and 

simplicity by which they are managed and the presence of  police men in the process pro-

vide a sanctity to the process.   

Each year the best Panchayats are 

felicitated by the police commis-

sioner and home department. There 

is a gradual but increasing acknowl-

edgement that sorting out problems 

while they emerge, if done judi-

ciously and  sensitively, these 

cases don't end up at the police 

station and they don't take up court 

time. 

Every year there is an annual gath-

ering of all Police Panchayats in 

which there is a sharing of experi-

ences and issues raised for the 

police leadership to examine. Po-

licemen who work with the Pancha-

yats also share their  experiences 

and explain how the involvement of 

the police Panchayats transforms 

their relationship with the slum 

dwellers. 

In all area resource centers, 7 

women are nominated, usually from 

Mahila Milan, along with three men. 

They agree to a date and time on a 

weekly basis to meet.  This meeting 

is also attended by the policemen. 

Minutes of meetings and cases are 

maintained and signed off by 

Panchayats and parties on resolu-

tion of the complaints  if deemed to 

everyone's’ satisfaction.  

No of police Panchayats : 83 

Average no of cases taken up by them :602 (since 2004) 



There are a large number of street children in the city. ROOFLESS and ROOTLESS, they live 

in small groups working wherever they can with a daily wage that covers their food costs. Most 

of these children have run away from their punitive households and others, on a whim of anger 

and/or rebellion. Too many demands only ensures that they run away once more!  
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Sadaak Chaap and homelessness in in the city 

In 1987, NSDF and Mahila 

Milan began to explore ways 

in which to work with the 

street boys.  

In a study “waiting for tomor-

row,” SPARC identified the 

challenges and vulnerabilities 

of street children. While small 

well managed NGO and state 

centers is more suitable for 

girls, a more open and com-

munity managed support sys-

tem in which they can partici-

pate is better for street boys.  

Boys who ran away from 

home needed a safe place to 

sleep, “guardians “ who could 

vouch for them, and mentors 

who could help them work out 

what they should do next. 

NSDF and MM began with 

turning their ARCs into night 

shelters for children. Women 

cooked simple home food 

meals for the children and 

encouraged those who were 

willing to go to school. The 

older boys wished to work 

were helped with getting ap-

prenticeship in the neighbor-

hood.  The shelters vouched 

for the  boys if they were 

“caught” by the police. 

Over time, as young men be-

gan to work and thus earn a 

living, began to go home to 

reacquaint themselves with 

their family.  Some of the boys 

have gotten married with MM 

and NSDF representing them-

selves as their family to whom 

the “girls” side negotiates for 

their marriage.  

 

Recently the government and the munici-

pality provided spaces for the children to 

stay under supervision.  Such night shel-

ters are managed by older children and 

NSDF in different parts of Mumbai.  

Volunteers and older street boys manage daily chores and 

routines and assist boys to get school admissions, manage 

homework, and deal with health and work issues. A combina-

tion of some basic rules such as no drugs, no violence and 

an open collective management ensures that the boys don't 

run away from the shelter. 

200+ children are fed and 

stay in various shelters and 

over 1000 stay linked to the 

network in some capacity. 

Over the years, many of the 

older boys who are now 

married or working full time 

give their time and support 

to the program.  

 

This night shelter is at Church-

gate opposite offices of the 

Income tax department. 



Creating child safe neighborhoods: As the city begins to develop de-

tailed plans of slum up gradation,  it aims to incorporate the needs of boys 

and girls of different age groups. It is important to create spaces for chil-

dren to undertake activities in and around the settlements. For instance, 

mothers want their babies in plain sight with the ability to reach them while 

they are working or socializing.  
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Informality and vulnerability:  women and children - critical groups  

Critical issues to reflect on : 

The changing demographics and migration 

patterns has compelled the Alliance to reex-

amine the relationship between women and 

cities. Increasingly younger women are mi-

grating to cities with their families or with 

their spouses or alone. A large percentage of 

these women will end up living in the slums. 

Most of these women are doing unpaid labor, 

managing their homes and the settlements. 

Their choices are limited and with having 

little to no say of their situation, they are 

forced to continue their lifestyle. 

Cities rarely offer women security.  City plan-

ning and amenities and services provided by 

the city impact the women adversely, be it 

access to water and sanitation, transport, 

safe neighborhoods, or even secure and 

recognized identity. With no daycare and no 

specific attempts to train and build the skills 

of the women, generations of women are 

losing opportunities to earn decent wages. 

Critical mechanisms for empowerment for 

women in Panchayats have demonstrated 

the impact and the value in bringing women’s 

leadership to the fore.  Unfortunately,  in the 

cities almost all of the seats for women are 

filled by women who are unable to function 

without the assistance of a man.. 

The Alliance of SPARC, Mahila Milan, and 

NSDF seeks to transform  the role and the 

contribution of women in their struggle for 

safe and secure habitats and neighborhoods.  

In addition, they seek to make women’s col-

lectives the foundational anchors to the proc-

ess. In doing so, the Alliance hopes to 

change the women’s perceptions of them-

selves and to change their families’ percep-

tion of them as well.  

 

 

THIS TRANSFROMATION IS AT THE 

HEART OF ALL OUR STRATEGIES. 

Women and children in 

informal settlements have 

ideas, voices, and an 

understanding of their 

needs that has to be 

channeled into making 

them actors in their own 

development. 

By creating a  platform to 

express their reflections 

and insights, the Alliance 

has created an atmos-

phere in which the com-

munity can take on the 

suggestions.  

Community organizations, 

parents are the most ef-

fective and sustained 

champions of children 

and their aspirations. This 

when articulated and dis-

cussed with women un-

derlines their quest for 

safer neighborhoods for  

their children and ensur-

ing their access to ser-

vices and amenities.  In 

turn, this lays the founda-

tions for better health and 

other such aspects es-

sential for their develop-

ment. 



27 

 

SPARC  Annual Report 2011-12 

Measuring poverty and vulnerability in urban areas  

The Indian national debate of what constitutes poverty continues inconclusively while 

the 12th plan of the government is being developed. The debate on what constitutes 

urban poverty is further complicated by issues such as inflation of food and costs of 

transport, health, education and housing. In addition, it brings into discussion the chal-

lenge of addressing the relative issues of poverty within the cities as well.  

In India the BPL card (below the Poverty Line card) the SC ST documentation that 

certifies that persons are of backward caste and minority status get linked to entitle-

ments that should be allocated to the poorest and most vulnerable. Unfortunately, in 

the cities and the towns of India neither the delivery mechanisms nor the identification 

mechanisms seem to be working.  

NSDF and MM federations have demonstrated that the collective organizational proc-

esses of the poor are often the first that the most vulnerable  turn to for help.  When 

the assistance is not individually targeted, the relatively better off in the slums help 

more vulnerable households to get assistance. However, if individuals or households 

compete within settlements, those who are better connected and have better docu-

ments access the benefits and ‘win’ the race for entitlements. The exploration the Alli-

ance seeks is at both settlement level and households level to identify vulnerabilities  

before measuring poverty lines.  

In a multi year study, the Alliance seeks to undertake a deeper articulation for what is 

vulnerable when slums and their profiles are compared.  This will allow the Alliance to 

demand basic amenities to be provided to the needy rather than the city and/or state 

governments only looking at recognized slums. 

At the household level, the reflections will seek to link indicators of community level 

observations on vulnerability with the indicators from surveys.  By matching the two, 

the Alliance can form the basis for dialogue with the government. 
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New partnerships and expanding champions for the poor in cities 

It is clear that creating new partnerships to bring in more actors and stakeholders, more strategies to utilize state resources (that 
remain unutilized) on the one hand and to expand the repertoire of solutions that can support change of policy and practice are 

urgently needed.  

 

 

 
The Alliance is aware that despite its ability to scale, 

it can never reach all of the towns and the cities in 

India.  The challenge which the Alliance faces today 

lies in building networks of organizations seeking to 

raise their voices on issues of inequality in cities.  

Through a joint partnership of SPARC and PRIA, 

SPARC seeks to expand the network of organiza-

tions focusing on urban issues by initiating meetings 

in different cities and states and by compelling 

NGOs, CBOs, and government officials to meet the 

challenge of India's urbanization.  

NSDF and Mahila Milan present at these events 

have demonstrated what communities can do and 

how city officials can explore a partnership with 

them.  Also, NGOs understand that by supporting 

communities to collect data, they can help with creat-

ing awareness and also a constituency seeking 

change.  Lastly, government officials have both 

space and demonstration of how their roles can 

change to fulfill their targets for development. 

Initially, the focus remained on RAY because in its 

early form, participation of the poor, provision of ten-

ure for slums, and commitment to explore city wide 

solutions was evident. However, in the past year, 

many of these elements have been under review.  

Rather than wait for the ideas to firm up, RAY now 

seeks to engage civil society and city on general 

inequity, define the challenges faced by informality, 

and a need to universalize amenities and services to 

all.  

NGOs in different states have volunteerd to anchor 

events and meetings. PRIA and the Alliance provide 

content and engage in the learning explorations. For 

all those who learn and for those who share in this 

process, it is useful to expand networks seeking to 

engage the state and the national government to 

address the challenges of urban poverty that have 

so far not been mainstreamed in development. 

In 2011-12, meetings in Bihar, Chhattisgarh, and 

Kerala have been undertaken. Many groups and 

organizations have begun to undertake surveys, 

exchange visits, and explore the possibilities of 

working on a range of issues.  
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Adaptation to climate change is better infrastructure 

Cities need to acknowledge the existence 
of every neighborhood to judge its vulner-
abilities: By not recognizing the slums within 
the city, the government is not compelled to 
provide the basic infrastructure to the commu-
nity.  This is turn exacerbates their vulnerabil-
ity and also means that they will remain invisi-

ble if and when a crisis hits them. 

 

Relationships built before a crisis brews 
always  produce better joint efforts to con-
tain it:   If the informal settlements have a pre 
crisis relationship with the cities, then they can 
work together more efficiently to address the 

challenges presented by the crisis. 

  

Vulnerability must avoid to produce more 
evictions and  a sense of deeper vulner-
ability:  Often, when preparation to face cli-
mate change is taken up, it produces evictions 
of households in locations of flooding or mud 
slides without relocating solutions. It is inhu-
man to rationalize such evictions without relo-

cation.   

 

Better drainage improves habitat and re-
duces vulnerability. Better infrastructure is in 
itself a valuable mechanism to reduce the 
crisis and also fulfills the equitable develop-

ment goals.  

 

The community’s involvement in informa-
tion gathering and post crisis activities 
ensure a proper coverage and absorption 
of the assistance.  When the communities 
are engaged, the solutions are more effective 
and also reach the vulnerable more effec-
tively. Often the resources are available but 
can not be dispersed effectively if the commu-

nity is not involved.  

A crisis of climate change and resilience can produce more equitable cities  

The experience of the Slum/Shack Dwellers International (SDI) and that of the Alliance indicates that the communities 
which are organized and have experience with linking to the state institutions are able to manage crisis caused by natural 
calamities by reaching the area for crisis management on their own, and by facilitating the processes effectively. In addi-
tion, the information which is gathered about the families prior to the catastrophe helps identify the most vulnerable who 
become more invisible after the devastation. Most importantly, collective behavior improves the morale of neighborhoods 
and puts a stop to the beneficiary syndrome in which the people feel helpless. The very act of doing things, helping each 
other, being part of a larger effort, and solving other peoples problems builds confidence and makes rehabilitation that 

much easier. 
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Slum/Shack Dwellers International (SDI) and the Alliance 

Slum/Shack Dwellers International (SDI) has federations in 33 member countries.  NSDF 

and Mahila Milan are the founding members of SDI. The SDI supports national federations 

by providing a platform from which they are able to learn from each other and to advocate 

for local  solutions. 

This year has seen many country groups visiting from Slum/Shack Dwellers International (SD) affiliates to explore 

sanitation projects and subsidy driven housing projects designed and managed by community and financed by the 

state . 

Community federations have been working for many years 

and in many cities to design and influence procurement 

systems of the government in order to receive contracts 

for projects for sanitation, housing, relocation and slum 

mapping.  

The major focus of Slum/Shack Dwellers International 

(SDI) affiliates exchanges to India  is to examine how con-

tracts are procured.  The exchanges include meeting gov-

ernment officials who are critical counterparts to develop-

ing these procurement practices; examining the partner-

ship between community leaders and professionals to 

design and execute the projects; studying the manner in 

which local and external financial resources are blended to 

produce outputs at expanding scale.  

Mumbai and Pune have hosted the majority of these ex-

changes.  The exchanges have included national and local 

government officials so that they may understand the pro-

ject delivery mechanism.  

Indian delegations have also attended exchanges in other 

Slum/Shack Dwellers International (SDI) countries to sup-

port local negotiations, attend peer learning processes, 

and participate in Slum/Shack Dwellers International (SDI)

multi-affiliate linked projects. 

The SDI has observed that there is an increase in the 

number of countries that have to focus on the challenge of 

their city and country not being able to afford subsidy fund-

ing for land or housing, and seeking land lease from gov-

ernment with incremental financing for upgrading housing.  

Incremental housing linked documentation and research 

undertaken by the Alliance seeks to develop learning and 

knowledge by creating strategies that might be shared and 

compared with other Slum/Shack Dwellers International 

(SDI) affiliates who clearly see this as the only way for-

ward for their members. 
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Critical milestones this year with Slum/Shack Dwellers International 

The Learning Monitoring 
and Evaluation  strategy 
for Slum/Shack Dwellers 
International (SDI) which 
was devised in early 2012, 
has begun to produce a 
range of activities that 
seek to document refine 
and upgrade practices in 
many rituals of the federa-

tions.  

The development of reflec-
tions and shared learning 

for : 

 Enumerations 

 Savings 

 Sanitation  

 Procurement 

form the focus for this 

year. 

 

The Slum/Shack Dwellers 
International (SDI) network 
has participated in many 
international events and 
will be preparing for the 
World Urban Forum where 
a substantial delegation 
will attend the event in 

Naples. 

 

Visit www.sdinet.org for 

more information on 

activities of Slum/Shack 

Dwellers International 

(SD)  

Slum/Shack Dwellers International (SDI) in Bombay to plan enumeration publica-

tions in Environment and Urbanization  ( see documentation and publication sec-

tion)  

Slum/Shack Dwellers International (SDI) affiliates at UNHABITAT Governing 

Council meeting  where Slum/Shack Dwellers International (SDI) prepared a 

housing exhibition 

Increasingly the institutional arrangements at national levels of the Alliance and Slum/Shack Dwellers International (SDI) be-

come critical interfaces between formal institutions and those trapped in informality of habitat livelihood and identity. They trans-

form destructive and asset depleting practices such as evictions and demolitions of homes, neighborhoods and workspaces  

which also breach the human rights commitments that the state states it is committed to. These interfaces seek to build confi-

dence and capacity to engage those very same forces and institutions into treating those who are poor and vulnerable  and 

citizens with a constitutional claim on the resources of the state. Developing an expanding set of strategies to undertake nego-

tiations forms the core of what we in India and Slum/Shack Dwellers International (SD) internationally seek to do keeping com-

munities at the center. 

Slum/Shack Dwellers International 

(SDI) provides a transnational net-

work for support, solidarity and peer 

learning for community networks 

exploring the federation model in 

their own country where often the 

other organizations are more profes-

sional driven while working in 

smaller slum settings. 

Slum/Shack Dwellers International 

(SDI) becomes a very effective 

backdrop for each local and national 

affiliate to test the potential for a 

local practice to be scaled up to be-

come transnational.  

Practical aspects of rituals enacted 

by their peers in different locations 

helps learning more effectively than 

sitting in workshops and being told 

by professionals what is good and 

must be done. Even better when 

your mentoring trains you to work in 

collaboration with professionals 

rather than under their supervision 

and to negotiate with politicians who 

seemed unreachable before you 

formed federations.  
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Engaging the academia, development activists, and grant makers 

Issues discussed with various 
academic foundations and 
scholars: 

New explorations and precedent 
setting activities that need re-
flection on: Federations are 
always looking for entrepreneu-
rial communities who volunteer 
to test the solutions and explore 
actualizing the process or pro-
ject as developed by the federa-
tions and discuss it till it pro-

duces some viable strategy.   

The NSDF and the Mahila Milan 
view this as a collective risk. 
Often times it is an individual 
who undertakes these explora-
tions rather than the govern-
ment. The federations are deter-
mined to demonstrate to the city 
the value of such alternatives 
that work both for the people as 

well as the city.  

• Challenges of acknowledg-
ing that development invest-
ments for change need to 

take risks. 

• Solutions that are robust 
need to combine what com-
munities aspire to with a 
scaffolding of a policy frame-

work.  

• Exploring how to make infor-
mality that envelopes what 
the poor survive with under-
stood while creating inclu-
sionary solutions that require 
a deeper study than what is 

being done today.  

• Informality has to be viewed 
as a need to create positive 
rather than negative 
changes. Unless informality 
is seen as positive it cannot 
be accommodated and its 

negative impacts reduced. 

Ongoing multi year engagements: The 
time and space for PILOT PROJCTS de-
signed by idealistic elite is being replaced 
by robust scalable solutions. Ideas and 
strategies when discussed and debated by 
large numbers of people are like putting 
any matter in a sieve to see what is solid 
and what is flaky. As more and more com-
munities examine the solutions,  endless 
possibilities, lacunas and new add-ons are 
discovered and adjusted into the solution 
formation. Sharing these with committed 
partners and scholars interested in explor-
ing solutions  brings new ideas to the Alli-
ance along with taking some of the federa-
tion innovations into educational proc-

esses.  

Participation in academic programs: 
The value of this process is three fold. 
Firstly it produces the journey for robust 
scalable solutions. Secondly, it makes the 
urban poor centrally involved in developing 
and testing solutions. And thirdly and most 
importantly, it facilitates partnerships of 
varying kind between the state and the 
poor that otherwise remains absent in most 

development interventions.  

New ideas and possibilities which are emerging within the urban informality have to be 

scaled up to survive and inhabit the mainstream development. Engaging with academia 

gets exposure for what the poor are doing and explores possible  partnerships. This forms 

a vital part of the Alliance’s  ongoing yearly engagement in India and internationally. 

Almuth and Beatrice from Miserioir at SPARC office 

Some highlights of this year: 

Ongoing projects with KRVAI :  

• Working with communities in Dharavi 

to develop a project .  

• Studio of students in Nanded for slum 

plans for upgrading. 

IIED UK: 

• Identification of vulnerability in slums 

• Climate change and vulnerable slums  

University of Melbourne:  

• Studio for students in Dharavi 

• Exploring joint projects 

University of Manchester: 

• Exploring joint projects 

Heather Grady,  VP Rockefeller Foundation with Mahila 

Milan  understanding how the Alliance works.  

KRVAI students at a Studio on Nanded settlements slum 

layouts.  



The Managing Director of the World Bank and 

the Vice President of the World Bank visited 

Mumbai and spent an afternoon with the Alli-

ance seeking to understand how the SDI and 

the Indian Alliance created capacity to engage 

from below. They spent time understanding 

what Dharavi residents sought for themselves 

while seeking to engage the state to ensure 

their needs and aspirations are understood and 

acknowledged. Later they sat with Mahila Milan 

from different parts of the city to try and under-

stand how women  linked their own empower-

ment to getting amenities and services for their 

children. 
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Volunteers, Interns, and  Visitors and ongoing discussions 

Interns and student volunteers 

Each year, both Indian and international volun-
teers visit SPARC for anywhere between two 
weeks to six months. The volunteers usually in-
form the SPARC coordinators about the issues 
they would like to work on with the assistance of 
the Alliance. Those who stay for at least three 
months find that their stay has been useful to both 

themselves as well as to the Alliance. 

Masters and PhD students 

Each year students visit SPARC to do their thesis 
on subjects associated with the work of the Alli-
ance. In some instances they can finish their 
documentation while in India, while others con-
tinue to work on this after they leave. In all in-
stances, they are expected to present their find-
ings to SPARC’s research team and present 

them with a draft document.  

Visiting faculty and students  

Numerous groups of students along with their 
faculty visit SPARC every year to spend a day or 
two with the Alliance. Most of these groups are 
visiting India for the first time and travel around 
India to meet with government, NGOs and slum 

communities.  

Both SPARC and the federations are generally 
happy to facilitate an exposure to the groups and 
deepening their insights on issues of the urban 
poor. Almost half of those visiting maintain multi 
year contacts with the Alliance and often invite 
Alliance members to make presentations at their 
university. Some of these initial explorations have 

produced long term engagements. 

 

Melanie Walker of the Gates Foundation brings Young Global leaders from the 

WEF to Dharavi at the India meeting of the world economic forum  

University of Melbourne studio on Dharavi for study of design and planning  
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Documentation for learning monitoring and evaluation 

The purpose of documentation activity in the Alliance  

Firstly, documentation facilitates internal learning, reflection, and creates the 
capacity to record information at all levels. The act of taking a photo of what 
you did and later using it to recall what your community did is crucial to build 
the confidence and self image of the community leaders. Secondly, since the 
bulk of the work is multi year and often decadal, tracking this process and link-
ing the milestones to events, artifacts maps etc... helps reflection and links the 
milestones to learning. Thirdly, this is a vital element of the peer exchanges in 
which events and processes are shared. The exchanges are also documented 
as a process. Finally, these processes and their impacts and outcomes are 
shared within the Alliance, the government, peer organizations, grant makers, 

and Slum/Shack Dwellers International (SDI). 

Types of documentation, who undertakes these activities, and how it is 
done 

Since the majority of the first generation leaders either do not write comfortably 
or speak and write in different languages, the material is often written in a dif-
ferent language and then translated into Hindi and English. The Alliance pre-
fers documents in the form of photographs that the leaders take, audio and 
video recordings of meetings, processes, presentations etc... which are jointly 
done by SPARC, NSDF, and the communities.  All of the documents are then 
edited, transcribed, and produced by the SPARC staff. Maps, drawings, and 
survey forms and reports are scanned and stored as archival material at 
SPARC. Interns, volunteers, and external researchers working with SPARC 

also contribute to producing, managing, and developing the data base. 

Outputs and observable outcomes: 

Communities maintain albums and retain most of the documentation which 
they produce. The NSDF and the MM circulate the materials that they feel may 
be useful to other cities. This material is also used to produce reports, prepare 
presentations, and assemble various documentations. However, internally sig-
nificant processes are tracked longitudinally and help uncover storylines by the 
communities which SPARC can then document. SPARC can share these sto-
ries by developing posters for exhibitions, developing audio visual materials, 
and short videos. The format is simple as it follows the style of the communities 
sharing the story. Most of the material is available with SPARC, on YouTube,  

the SPARC website, or the Slum/Shack Dwellers International (SDI) website. 

Reflections  

Most outputs we produce are for internal communication, reflections and moni-
toring purposes. Since the Alliance operates in a decentralized manner, it is 
essential that its mechanism for reflections also sustain that process. Creating 
communication links to sustained information flows are vital between those 
who document for internal reflection and external dissemination. Creating 
space and focus for community leaders to assist in communicating with outsid-
ers works best when exchanges occur and their narratives are in the form of 

story telling.  

Building skills within the organization emerges from the reality that creating 
outputs first and foremost to respond to internal demands have to be simple 
and straightforward. The challenge it presents is that their external manifesta-
tion is not available quickly and is often with flaws or too detailed for external 
consumption. However,  gradually our ability to produce externally publishable 
material is improving due to more accessible technology, experience from 
feedback received from involved external comments, and increasing confi-
dence as decadal projects produce outcomes that can be shared more easily 

than processes.  

.  

There is a very fine balance between working 

together with external researchers and docu-

mentation requests and becoming the docu-

mented and  object of other peoples projects.  

Many researchers come to “do their projects” 

and see the Alliance as a gateway to facilitate 

this process. If their subjects don't align with 

us, if their subjects don't interest present of 

past focus we avoid involvement. 

Attitudes of demanding time when it suits 

them, being intrusive or sometimes outright 

rude to community leaders occurs despite 

initial whetting. But over the years some very 

positive and constructive relationships with 

individuals and organizations have emerged 

leading to publications and material about 

Alliance practices. 

Websites, videos, and published material 

are mainly done in house. It is vital that 

core teams within the Alliance develop these 

skills to retain learning and capacities. An 

increasing number of organizations are seek-

ing research documentation with the Alliance 

as well as exposure, thus expanding our 

repertoire for documentation. 

Our Websites 

SPARC Website: http://www.sparcindia.org/ 

 

SPARC CityWatch Blog: http://

sparccitywatch.wordpress.com/ 

 

SPARC Facebook Page: http://

www.facebook.com/pages/SPARC/98181527302 

 

SPARC Youtube Page: sparcnsdfmm  

 

SDI Website: http://www.sdinet.org 
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Publications  

This study was undertaken by SPARC to study Housing projects  in 11 cities connected to 

JNNURM’s Basic Services for the Urban Poor (BSUP). It  was undertaken for the National Tech-

nical Advisory Group (NTAG) of JNNURM. Its focus was to review the projects and to examine 

the community participation aspects of project design and delivery.  

The report will be available with SPARC and will be posted on the NTAG website after being 

initially circulated to the Government of India, NTAG, and the cities involved in the study. 

The findings reflect the inability of the design and execution mechanisms to facilitate community 

participation in many instances and the range of unresolved issues of infrastructure, land owner-

ship, procurement and financial management challenges.  These issues have impeded the de-

velopment of the cities’ capacity to address the need for secure habitat for slum dwellers. 

 

This issue of Environment and Urbanization was edited by SDI and features the enumeration 

practices of SDI affiliates. It outlines the process of surveys initiated in India by the Alliance and 

its journey to many countries through the Slum/Shack Dwellers International (SDI)  network.  It 

emerges from a Learning Monitoring and Evaluation process initiated in 2010-11, to systematize 

information gathering and knowledge creation.  This serves to sharpen and deepen the articula-

tion capacities of various organizations who undertake the work, and to share with development 

actors. IIED’s Human Settlements group’s support to make this happen was both essential and 

critical since many of the authors were undertaking this for the first time.   

 

Several years ago, the Rockefeller Foundation invited SPARC as part of Slum/Shack Dwellers 

International (SDI) to participate in the committee that would advise the curators of this exhibi-

tion. It facilitated SPARC, NSDF, and MM to examine its work in developing projects in terms of  

“design”.  Over a ten month period, videos, maps, photos and many forms of documentation 

were shipped to New York.  

This book has a collection of works of many city level organizations, whose quest for alterna-

tives are documented as design options for the people living in cities within informal structures 

and spaces.  

The University of Philadel-

phia  hosted a conference on 

women’s health in which the 

Alliance’s perspective of the 

social determinants of 

women's health was also 

presented as a chapter in the 

book . 

Both as part of our on going reflections, as well as a result of 

seeking to articulate what we do to the outside world, the alli-

ance explores possibilities of publishing articles writing chap-

ters or making presentations which reflect on what the poor 

can do to bring change in their olives which also ensure im-

proved governance transparency advocating inclusive devel-

opment.  Many projects are presently being explored for the 

coming years. 
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Photo gallery for incremental investments 

Slum dwellers produce homes using 

sweat equity and recycled materials and 

incrementally upgrade their homes.  

What roles and policy support can we 

provide to build on what they have 

done, rather than destroy it when uni-

versal full replacement is not possible? 

A multi year exploration is presently being undertaken. 

Federations in the cities of Karnataka are developing 

loans to communities for incremental upgrading. 700 

loans have been given through Mahila Milan in 6 cities 

and towns for housing upgrading. 

In 2011-12, SPARC began to streamline these loan appli-

cations along with their delivery and tracking.  SPARC is 

exploring ways to expand this portfolio, examine who we 

need to network with, and to expand larger access be-

yond federations for this kind of upgrading. 

SPARC will seek to develop engagements with other or-

ganizations in 2012-13 to study incremental housing fur-

ther.  Also, SPARC hopes to develop possible means to 

involve banks and financial in addition to encouraging 

government policy to view this as one option available to 

households to drive their home improvements. 
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The light and ventilation and aesthetics of “Jaalis”  

For the last several decades, households have used “jaalis” 

instead of windows for light and ventilation. Thus. as we began 

to explore the innovations that households undertook while 

building their homes, the world of “Jaalis” was already embed-

ded in our documentation.  

When the Alliance began to take on construction, it was the 

preferred alternative to windows. Jaalis were precast and sold 

near the informal settlements by entrepreneurs.  This has led to 

an inquiry within the Alliance to explore how to expand the rep-

ertoire of pre-fabricated materials that can be made available to 

self built upgrading of homes. 



The Indian 

Alliance very 

proudly seeks 

to legitimize 

the federation 

model as a 

means to de-

liver develop-

ment at scale 

treating the 

urban poor as 

central to the 

process. Slum/

Shack Dwell-

ers Interna-

tional (SDI) 

having adopted 

this strategy 

has created 

both local and 

national and 

international 

explorations 

that are refin-

ing this strat-

egy and en-

gaging various 

governments.  

Will we man-

age to main-

stream the 

federation 

model?  

Can we get 

recognition as  

the crucible 

we are  for 

addressing 

development 

challenges 

with poor as 

participants 

rather than 

beneficiaries?  
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 Looking back  

Reflections, through monitoring ongoing activities, planning new projects, deepening ongoing processes and 

creating a more effective engagement with the state, peers, grant makers and others form  the most useful and 

effective mechanism  that can produce useful learning. They also improve our ability to articulate what we do, to 

make our presentations more succinct, and to develop a better capacity to gauge who has an appetite to plunge 

into the depths of complexities or get an elevator speech.  

Looking back at various decades –our milestones: Between 1984-90, SPARC concentrated on developing 

and expanding the nature of the Alliance and its activities, rituals, and processes. 1991 to 2000  was a decade 

of setting vital precedents that demonstrated how the organisational capacity built within member affiliates of 

NSDF could help them sort out their own problems and make vital contributions to the development agenda of 

cities and states in which they were located. Between  2001 to 2010,  many of these activities were scaled up 

as projects or as processes.  Since these models were considered to be robust, many of these models were 

adopted by various government agencies and by grant makers. 

So where are we today ? 

SPARC has developed institutional arrangements of relationships between professionals and communities of  

poor.  SPARC was founded with this intention and with its alliance will surge forward to consolidate the value of 

people participating in their own development. We build our capacity to negotiate with the external world based 

on how much we negotiate with each other to agree on solutions we seek to produce and the course of actions 

we should take. Much of how we proceed depends on space to dialogue with resource providers, legal and de-

velopmental constraints within which the solution has to be developed, and space for communities to participate 

in them.  Also, essential SPARC;s  relationship with NSDFG and Mahila Milan is the commitment to transferring 

the functions which were initially managed by SPARC to the federation leadership. This brings up the issue of 

risk management and addressing sustainability. SPARC cannot grow or replicate its competencies at the scale 

required for what is needed in the cities.  Thus, sustainability and organisational commitments requires us to 

hand over as many functions as possible to the community leadership of the NSDF and MM.   

So where do SPARC's core competencies lie today?  

 SPARC is now able to operate on a continuum of advocacy to asset creation. SPARC’s association with 

the  federations and its constituency of the urban poor demands that advocacy without resource delivery or im-

pact of its outcome is empty and meaningless and not worthwhile to the poor whose rights are being sought. 

This requires a different trajectory to create those entitlements and how they are obtained, ideally through setting 

precedents rather than other forms. It entails taking risks to develop those precedents and also to facilitate the 

communities to drive those outcomes and their delivery.  

  It often entails taking risks to produce outputs. Initially, it entails developing an insight into the manner in 

which the process evolved. Our reflections indicate that there are three levels of scale. Initially, where both  com-

munities and the state institutions agree to undertake the project but both struggle to make the system work. 

External pressures, internal inexperience, and poorly planned financial and management systems produce 

flaws, low quality, and delays in delivery. In the second phase, internal improvements and advocacy to improve 

state institutions capacity begins but is not achieved. Its often in the third phase  that the state policy and prac-

tice begins to change and a more aligned partnership begins. SPARC is in the process writing  a paper on this 

process for more reflections both within the alliance and for reflections with state institutions. 

  The challenge of demonstrating leverage remains constant, but our ability to demonstrate it has improved 

with each decade is now evident. The fact of the matter is, however impressive our own growth is, the real im-

pact of scale has to overflow into a community of practice adopted by the state. Thus engagement with the state 

at all levels, while working on any activity, be it a process or a project, is vital. It also demonstrates that an al-

most decadal time frame is needed to create such outputs. Yet neither researchers, academics, grant makers, 

nor development actors have invested  in research to observe these cycles and actually accept that all financial 

strategies are modelled on  2-3 year cycles which is required to produce impact and outcomes.  
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Looking forward 2012-2015  

In the period 2012 and 2015, remains a period of global uncertainties which had both direct and indirect 

impacts on what happened in cities and how it affected us. National elections are in 2014 in India,  and 

global discussions of what happens post MDGs in 2015 have begun. The overall development slow down 

has impacted both cities and the national development  investments for cities. NGOs and non state devel-

opment actors are used as soft targets blamed for the crisis in governance and their ability to participate in 

development. This results in a general reduction of support for assistance to organisations like us whose 

ability to explore possibilities, innovations, and scale depends on grants. The trend seems to push us into 

becoming sub contractors in project delivery within the state, the private sector, and even aid agencies. 

How we will survive this phase of  uncertainties is difficult to anticipate or to plan because organisations like 

ours are driven by what constituencies of slum dwellers’ need.  

 The most immediate challenge is funding. We will need to be careful to balance between exploring 

projects which fulfil the needs of the most vulnerable against those which only help raise funds for the or-

ganisation .We have to deal with the sense of pessimism on the paradox that while urbanisation is expand-

ing global and national frameworks for urbanisation, there is no developed a foresight to address its chal-

lenges and development intervention continues in the trajectory to impede urbanisation. The impact of 

global slowdown and natural disasters are also bringing more people to the city, increasing tensions as cit-

ies are not developed to accommodate them and increasing the strife between new immigrants, religious 

groups and formal and informal city dwellers. There is a clear and distinct  increase in disparities within the 

urban population and huge income and habitat disparities between the rich and the poor. Global consumer-

ism has pushed the population of youth in slums to aspire for materialistic things matching that of  elite 

youth. 

 Our Critical focus therefore lies in staying on course, to strengthen deepen and scale up, and or-

ganise communities of the urban and informal poor to produce inclusive cities and equitable urbanisation. 

Our commitment is to work on a continuum of seeking entitlements but not making the poor  beneficiaries; 

to designing processes of participation that bring innovation and lateral thinking within informal organisa-

tions that can help bridge the divide between formal and informal; to develop an agency  for vulnerable  and 

poor in cities and open possibilities for change that impacts the next generation rather than two generations 

later;  to be opportunistic and to seize possibilities while ensuring we stay within our remit of commitments. 

Addressing leadership challenges  has always been a valuable part of the internal reflections.. 

Founding leaders of NSDF and SPARC remain crucial assets. Our challenge is to deepen the mentorship 

that builds cadres of leaderships to several levels to take this process wider and forward in the coming 

years. We know that we have been building on our assets. The federation model is our biggest asset 

through which city level and neighbourhoods get an opportunity to learn from each other and feel confident 

in creating a clear space for what they want to do. Through Slum/Shack Dwellers International (SDI) our 

belief  that we can all work with a local focus and yet undertake global advocacy to create space for com-

munities to drive development is beginning to have an impact. But it has a long way to go and national fed-

erations and professionals have a big role to play in consolidating this space.   Making investments in Slum/

Shack Dwellers International (SDI) is making investments in the work we do. 

A more recent exploration which we will pursue in the next three years is  forms of reflections for looking 

at failures and mistakes. The urban poor never produce solutions through an easily understood or observ-

able process. It’s convoluted, messy, and often filled with mistakes and failures. 

SPARC faces the challenge of extracting, learning, and building improved strate-

gies and action from each of these experiences and demonstrating these tasks 

were not  disaster to be abandoned but foundations to be strengthened and built 

upon.  In the end, SPARC’s most critical role is that of a bridge that inter-

faces the formal and informal. It shares the bouquets and the brickbats emerg-

ing from collective action and seeks to reduce risks and increase opportunity for 

the urban poor in their quest to make the change they want to be. 

Building on 

what we have 

created and 

consolidating 

its value to the 

urban poor  

remains the 

most vital as-

pect of SPARC 

NSDF and MM 

focus. 

Informality in 

cities is grow-

ing exponen-

tially creating 

deeper exclu-

sionary di-

vides, and fa-

cilitating me-

diation be-

tween these 

two part of the 

city remains a 

challenge.  

The next five 

years will show 

us whether our 

roles as a cru-

cible for explo-

ration, experi-

mentation and 

creating inno-

vations for 

scale remain 

vital and will 

get independ-

ent financial 

assistance or 

whether we join 

others to be-

come finan-

cially viable 

and do pro-

jects. 
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Contact Us 

Board of Directors 

Rajesh Tandon 

Vijay Agarwal,  

Sheela Patel, Director 

Kalpana Sharma 

Manjula Satyanarayan 

Celine D’Cruz 

Advisors 

Sundar Burra 

Jockin Arputham  

Staff 

Aseena Viccajee,  

(Associate Director) 

Kaliyanarayan Murthy 

Sutapa Bhattacharya 

Mahendra Jagdale 

Prashant Bhosale 

Kaushik Bhattacharya 

Rizwan Kalwal  

Anita Budke (Accounts) 

Social Workers 

Maria Lobo 

Sharmila  

Preeti Banarse 

Technical Consultants 

Keya Kunte 

Monali Waghmare 

Mitali Ayyangar, 

 

Internal auditors 

Ank Financial Advisors 
Pvt  Ltd.   

 

External auditors 

Krishaan & Co Char-
tered Accountants. 

 

 

 

Contact Address: 

1st Khetwadi Lane, Girgaum, Mumbai 400004 

T: +91 (022) 23865053, 23887566, 23858785 

Fax: +91 (022) 23887566 

E:mail: sparc@sparcindia.org 

Website: www.sparcindia.org 

 

Maharashtra 

Mumbai 

Thane 

Panvel 

Ahmadnagar 

Pune 

Nashik 

Sholapur 

Pimpri-Chinchwad 

Malegaon 

Kolhapur 

Nanded 

Bhadgaon 

  

Tamil Nadu 

Chennai-
Thiruvaluvar 

Kanchipuram 

Madurai 

Andipatti (District 
Theni) 

Periyakulam (District 
Theni) 

Bodi (District Theni) 

Thiruchirapalli 

Valliyur (District 
Thirunelvelli) 

Thirupattur 

Thiruvannamalai 

Chengam 

Arani 

Pollur 

Tirupur 

Coimbatore 

Ambur 

Vellore 

Veniyambadi 

Erode 

Tarapuram 

Salem 

Palani (District  

Dindukal) 

Dharapuram 

Kumbakoonam 

Thiruvarur 

 

West Bengal 

Kolkata 

Kharagpur 

Kalyan 

Karnataka 

Bengaluru 
(Bangalore) 

Mandaya 

K.G.F 

Mysore 

Raichur 

Maddur 

Chikmanglore 

Kolar 

 

Pondicherry 

Pondicherry 

Karaikal 

Villupuram 

Cuddalore 

  

Uttar Pradesh 

Kanpur 

  

Delhi 

New Delhi 

  

Odisha 

Bhubhaneshwar 

Paradeep 

Cuttack 

Puri 

Konark 

Rourkela 

  

Gujarat 

Surat 

Ahmadabad 

Baroda 

  

Andhra Pradesh 

Hyderabad 

Secunderabad 

Guntoor 

Prakasham 

Warangal 

Karim Nagar 

Vijaywada 

Vishakhapatnam 

Chiralal 

  

  


