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Housing is one of three basic human needs viz
'Roti, Kapda and Makan.' Ever since the origin of
life, mankind has been striving to arrange for these
basic requirements and continues to do so even
today. Housing enables us endure the vagaries of
nature. Various studies have pronounced that
people having house are more social, law-abiding,
and conscientious about the others'
inconveniences; besides having better health and
contented life. Housing is a pre-requisite for
individuals' intellectual & economic growth and
social stability. UN Conference on Environment &
Development 1992 had stated that 'Access to safe
and healthy shelter is essential to a person's
physical, psychological, social and economic well
being and should be a fundamental part of
national and international action. Hence the focus
on housing; especially for the poor as they donot
have all the necessary resources to acquire or
even hire one for their living!

Poor people play an important role in urban
economy. They are indispensable to the cities as
manual labour that keeps the cities running, is
supplied by them. They are real architects of
urban facilities but their own life is endangered
with poor facilities available to them. Urban poor
are worst sufferers in the sphere of housing. 1996
Global Report on Human Settlements had
defined 'Poor' in the context of 'Housing' as the
individuals and households who lack safe,
secure and healthy shelter with basic
infrastructure such as piped water and adequate
provision for sanitation, drainage and removal of
household waste.

Nearly 100 crore people, i.e. one-sixth of the
world's total population do not have proper
housing and live in unauthorised colonies,

squalor or slums. While in developing countries,
43% of the urban population lived in slums, in
developed countries, around 6% people lived in
slums. In India, a little over 28.5 crore people live
in urban areas, out of which around 4.06 Crore
i.e. 22.8% of the urban population lived in notified
slums in 607 cities/towns. Percentage of
population living in slums had increased from
17.5% in 1981 to 22.8% in 2001. Living conditions
in areas inhabited by the poor, especially in
slums and squaller settlements are a matter of
concern. 10-12% structures in urban areas were
dilapidated and required immediate major
repairs.

11% of the dwelling units in slums and squatter
settlements and 4% of the units in other urban
areas did not have access to drinking water,
electricity, and latrine  all the three essential
facilities within premises. Streets are narrow and
kutcha. Absence of rain-water drains and proper
sewerage leads to water-logging providing
breading place for mosquitos and other insects.
Ventilation in houses is simply absent. In short, the
whole environment is fraught with dangers of
disease and higher mortality rate. Pale and frail
faces of the poor people especially women and
children living in these areas are a naked pointer
to the fact that they lack healthy shelter and
neighbourhood. Besides health hazards, spread
of HIV/AIDS, drug-ediction and drug-pedalling,
illiteracy and youth unemployment are more
pronounced in the areas inhabited by the poor.
These areas provide easy shelter to criminals and
unholy inter-face between the abject poor
adolescents and the criminals resulting in
possibilities of increase in crime rate in urban
areas. It is everybody's experience that the crimes
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such as thefts, chain-snatching, shop-lifting etc
are higher in areas adjoining slums and squaller.

In the developed economies, main concern is to
provide decent housing, as the problem of house-
lessness is much subdued there. On the other
side, problem in developing and undeveloped
economies is one of providing basic shelter to the
urban poor. World Development Report-1994 had
stated that growth of slums in India is primarily due
to inadequate infrastructure. Further, though
proportion of population living below the poverty
line has shown a decline, number of people living
in slums has, however, increased. Thus, besides
poverty, there are number of other factors
responsible for the growth of slums. Slums and
squallers are generally set up on government land
usurped illegally in collusion with authorities.
However, fear of demolition and loss of shelter
always remains lingering in the hearts of people
living there. Majority of those living in such areas
suffer from lack of feelings of Dbrotherly-
neighbourhood. People living in authorised
colonies surrounding slums and squaller are
always uncomfortable with the presence of the
latter around them. As such, all efforts are made by
them with the help of authorities and even judiciary
to remove squaller from their areas. Some
organised, mass-scale efforts have also been
made by the authorities to rehabilitate slum
dwellers at suitable alternative locations. Delhi is a
notable example where mass-scale rehabilitation
attempts have been made by the State in the past.
Such efforts have been great success in some
areas and super failure in certain other areas.
Failure of rehabilitation attempts has been more
pronounced in cases where alternative sites were
not commutable, and employment & basic
essential civic facilities were not available nearby.
At the individual level, slum/squaller dwellers have
been found to have sold the alternative sites
allotted to them and returned back to usurp on
some other govt. land lying vacant and
unattended. Thus, the solution of rehabilitation in
itself became a new problem!

World over, local authorities have failed to provide
land or shelter to the teaming urban poor
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populations in accordance with their City Plans.
Besides being one of the reasons behind
mushroom growth of slums and squaller, this has
led to creation of 'unauthorised colonies' by private
land owners, generally on agriculture land in the
suburban areas. Initially, only urban poor who
donot have the resources to hire or acquire house
in planned/authorised colonies, venture out to buy
land in such unauthorised colonies and construct
dwelling units thereon in an unplanned manner
with their own resources or borrowings raised from
informal sector at higher than rates prevailing in
the formal financial sector. Failure and/or
connivance of the political and administrative
authorities, including vote-bank politics, have
helped in setting up of unauthorised colonies in
hordes in growing cities and towns. These
colonies lack basic civic amenities until the same
are regularised by the government and contribute
a lot in degradation of the environment in the city.
Further, even though having owned DUs, the
people living in these colonies continue to remain
'Housing Poor!'

Besides failures of the authorities, various laws
also hamper availability of suitable sustainable
shelter to the urban poor. In the context of India,
Urban Land (Ceiling & Regulation) Act, 1976
(ULCRA) was largely responsible for the artificial
scarcity of land, resulting in making Mumbai and
Delhi one of the most expensive real estate
markets in the world. ULCRA enacted in 1976 to
restrain hording of urban land and prevent urban
congestion, instead created more scarcity as
over 90% of the land declared surplus in the
hands of landowners got locked up in litigation.
The Act was repealed by the Centre in 1999 and
10-odd States later-on; and new provisions
incorporated for imposition of vacant land tax
and providing EWS and LIG category houses
while sanctioning housing projects. It is
expected that the provisions of the Urban Land
(Ceiling & Regulation) Repeal Act, 1999 will help
in freeing the supply of usable urban land for
housing construction. Remaining States need to
follow suit at an early date.

Various state governments have enacted their



own Rent Control Legislations to regulate rents
and tenancy rights. These Acts have, however,
become a bottleneck in the way of owners
getting back possession of their properties,
thereby becoming a disincentive towards
investment in rental housing. Rent controls
reduce supply, maintenance is ignored,
relationships are spoilt between owners and
tenants resulting in increased litigation. While
some states have taken remedial steps to
remove the constraints, lot more needs to be
done in this area on all India basis.

High property prices and non-availability of
finance from the formal financial sector prevent
the poor from acquiring/building houses in
authorised areas. Financial institutions be they
banks, housing finance companies or others are
not tuned to financing house-acquisition by the
poor. Absence of regular source of income,
inability to arrange down payment, create
mortgage in the case of unauthorised areas
and/or provide suitable collateral are among the
main impediments. Self-employed borrowers
are unwelcome in the banks and housing finance
companies. This approach of exclusion of the
poor borrowers from access to the formal
financial sector flows from the fallacy that the
loans given to the poor will not be repaid. Policy
of loan melas and loan waivers in the past had
fuelled this approach.

However truth, on the contrary, is on the side of
the poor. Poor borrowers are better pay-masters
as compared to the rich. Bangladesh Grameen
Bank which has done pioneering work in lending
to the poor through the concept of non-
government-organisations (NGOs) and self-
help-groups (SHGs) has better recovery rate of
over 99% as compared to most of the
commercial banks in India who have recovery
rate between 90-95% or so. Experience of
Bangladesh and various other countries leads us
to the conclusion that if conducive environment
is created and the poor are suitably facilitated
and enabled, they are less likely to default!

Bangladesh Grameen Bank extends small

housing loans to the poor for a period of 10 years.

Borrowers are organised into small
homogeneous groups. They are trained to
observe credit discipline and social concerns are
ingrained in them. Groups keep a check on the
end-use of funds by the members and collective
responsibility of the group serves as collateral on
the loans. 96% of the borrowers are women and
the Bank's recovery rate is 98.89%. Borrowers
undertake to observe discipline, unity, courage
and hard work in all walks of life. The Bank has
helped build nearly 6 lakh low-cost, tin-roofed
houses with latrines, each costing about Indian
Rs.15, 000/-.

New Zealand has a similar scheme titled 'Low
Deposit Lending Scheme' under which
participants are provided Pre-purchase
education which covers topics like becoming a
homeowner, basic repairs & maintenance skills
and health & safety in the home. Borrowers are
required to provide 3% deposit and Post-
purchase support is provided by local NGOs.
Emphasis is placed on sustaining home-
ownership as opposed to simply achieving it. No
loans have defaulted so far despite low deposit
requirements and marginal financial situation of
many homeowners.

'Microfinance for housing is suggested by many
as an effective approach to the housing finance
problem'-UN Habitat 2001. Coordinated savings
schemes are being joined by slum dwellers in
South Africa. Governments in developed
economies also have social housing schemes in
place under which poor are suitably supported
and helped to enable them to acquire shelter.
People's Fund in USA has been granting micro-
loans to poor women and ethnic minorities.
Spain Govt has set out the objective of
subsidising 7.2 lakh social housing units as well
as developing measures that promote rental
market in order to alleviate situation of lower
income households. Twenty Point Programme
started by the Govt. of India in 1986 included
housing for the poor and improvement of slums.
The Govt. later prepared a National Housing
Policy and started a subsidy-cum-loan scheme
titled 'Valmiki Ambedkar Awas Yojana (Vambay)'
to enable urban poor and slum dwellers below
poverty line to construct dwelling units. The
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Scheme is reported to have helped in
construction of over 1.26 lakh dwelling units and
21,700 toilets for the poor living in slums.

NGOs/SHGs have become active in India as well
over the past 5 years or so. In fact, original
foundations for community-based savings
programmes were established in India and
exported via an exchange programme in early
1990s. NABARD has taken lead in providing
refinance and also imparted training to them. RBI
has extolled commercial banks to increase
lending through NGOs/SHGs. According to rough
estimates, over 11 lakh NGOs/SHGs of the poor
mainly rural poor have been formed and financing
of over Rs.3,900 crore provided through them,

with good recovery rate of over 98%. Nearly 90% of

the SHGs are women only SHGs.

We will be arriving at a wrong conclusion if we
form a simplistic opinion that lending through
NGOs/SHGs is an automatic success. Examples
of poor success of housing finance corporations
set up by Orissa and Karnataka are fresh in our
minds. These companies were set up by the
concerned states to provide housing finance to
the poor through NGOs/SHGs and direct route.
These started quite well. Poor people came in
hordes. However, training and monitoring of the
borrowers got ignored. Many NGOs/SHGs were
set up/lead by resourceful middlemen. The
essential ingredients of Community Approach
and Enabling the Poor were lost on the way and
both the companies are gasping for success.

From the few experiences mentioned above, we
can reach a safe conclusion that to start a
'Housing Revolution' with the aim of providing
shelter to all the urban poor, we need to generate
a missionary zeal in the hearts of all the
concerned authorities including financial
institutions, adopt a NGO/SHG model of
financing the needy poor who are not employed
in the formal sector and cannot provide
mortgage a participative model which is steered
by the poor themselves and not the middlemen,
which is suitably topped with proper pre-loan
counselling and post-loan monitoring. Wherever
possible, financing should be through savings-
cum-soft loan schemes. Free lunches generally
reach in the wrong hands. Emphasis should be
on enabling and re-orienting the poor towards
repaying the loan than on mortgage/collateral
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and/or guarantee. Subsidy should be used to i)
provide finance to the poor at concessional rate
of interest, ii) guarantee repayment to the finance
providers in cases of default by the borrowers
under circumstances beyond their control, iii)
provide insurance cover on the property funded
and the loan transaction and 4) provide incentive
for timely repayment of housing loans. National
Shelter Fund and Risk Fund need to be set up on
priority basis, as proposed in the National
Housing Policy.

In real life, castles cannot be built in the air!
Finance will be of little use, if poor don't have land
to build a house. No one system of in-situ
development of slums and squaller or their
rehabilitation at alternative sites can be
universally adopted. Various States have
adopted Slum Areas (Improvement and
Clearance) Acts to provide legislative support for
slum improvements. A holistic view is required to
be taken depending upon ground realities and
implemented in a professional manner having
due regard to the impact of such development in
the neighbourhood. Suitable checks are
required to be inbuilt in the development
programmes to prevent profiteering and
organised exploitation of public land. 'UNICEF in
India' Report suggests that in poor families,
mother's ownership of assets such as land or
housing, makes significant contribution to the
children's well being, than the ownership of
theses assets by the father. Evidence from many
parts of the world shows that poor women spend
their earnings on essential goods and services;
particularly on the needs of their children. In
contrast, men tend to spend on personal goods,
such as alcohol and tobacco. Keeping these
findings in view and the dire need to improve
status of women, it is imperative to ensure that
plots of land and/or dwelling units are either
allotted in the single name of women or jointly in
the name of husband and wife.

Poor invest more in low-cost housing than private
or public bodies. They acquire land by invading
unused areas, buying peasants' parcels and
construct gradually depending on their capacity
to buy materials. Town Planning, Development
Agencies and Civic Authorities have to be
energised to augment supply of housing land
and ensuring that the dwelling units are built-up
in conformity with the Master-plans of the



concerned cities and prevent rising of new un-
authorised colonies. Selective demolitions are a
crude and inhuman cure and poor alternative to
Prevention of setting up of unauthorised
colonies, slums and squallers. These agencies
need to learn the basic lessons of planning and
execution from agencies like Delhi Metro
Corporation and even Sulabh International.
Further, community groups need to be actively
involved in planning and execution. Community
groups can often provide housing and services
more cost effectively than government or private
developers, by pooling their resources and
supplying own labour services. Gilobal
Campaign for Good Urban Governance
suggests aiming to realise the 'inclusive city'.
Such a city will provide space and voice to all its
stakeholders through inclusive decision making.
For the purpose, it is imperative that issues such
as decentralisation of power, improvement of city
finances, urban environment care, integration of
the poor and marginalised, transparency in
management and decision making are
addressed properly.

Urban areas are witnessing population explosion
due to, besides other reasons, migration of rural
poor people to urban areas for want of adequate
employment opportunities in rural areas. Focus
on reducing over-reliance on agriculture and
development of agro-based and other suitable
industries in rural areas can help in generation of
alternative employment options before the rural
poor thereby preventing or reducing their forced
migration to urban areas. Earlier Food-for-work
programmes and now the proposed
Employment Guarantee Programme for the
Rural Poor could be a shot in the right direction, if
implemented successfully! Similarly,
environment friendly, efficient and time-saving
means of transport services within the urban
areas and also between rural areas and nearby
urban areas will help in reducing migration
pressures on the urban areas.

Besides land and finance, other inputs that go
into the making of house are building materials
and labour. Urban poor can ill-afford extensive
use of reinforced concrete and other costly
materials. Hence, we need to work on cost-
effective, eco-friendly alternative building
materials. Use of resources locally available in
abundance is highly recommended. Similarly,

house designing should support use of natural
light, ventilation and solar energy. Also, house
design, construction and building materials
should be able to withstand the vagaries of
nature including earthquakes, as the poor are the
worst sufferers when such calamities strike.

Despite all the efforts and arrangements, there
will be some poor people who can't go for owned
housing. Such people have to be provided rental
housing. Local laws have to facilitate rental
housing. Similarly, large employers including
corporates need to be encouraged to provide
housing to the urban poor labourers within the
factory premises or nearby areas.

There will be some poorest of the poor destitute
who do not have means to even arrange for food,
what to think of housing owned or rental! Such
urban poor have to be provided temporary
shelter in night-shelters and other such
philanthropic arrangements so as to save them
from face-off with death every night!

Good homes are built on people, rather than on
buildings! During the World Decade for Cultural
Development, while aiming at providing housing
to all the urban poor, let us also ensure that the
same takes place with a human face. It should
not erode traditional value systems and culture,
but promote the same. City planning and shelter
layout should not generate a sense of isolation in
the inhabitants. It should instead generate a
sense of belongingness, community,
togetherness and happiness!
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