Dharavi: A View from below
Published in Good Governance India magazine, Vol. 2 No. 1, Jan-Feb 2005 
Dharavi, “the largest slum in Asia”, is in the news because of a plan to redevelop it. The plan, proposed by the developer, Mukesh Mehta, apparently has the support and backing of the Government of Maharashtra. Briefly, the plan envisages the division of Dharavi into some sectors and global competitive bidding is envisaged for the development of different sectors. We will try to point out why the plan is flawed and how an alternative plan could be formulated. 

Dharavi, spread over some 430 acres of land, has a population of about 6 lakh people. It used to be marshy land, unfit for habitation but the poor of India from its different States came to Mumbai and reclaimed the land, making it habitable. Over several decades, Dharavi was invented by the people and is today a thriving, vibrant community. It is a cosmopolitan agglomeration of people of diverse ethnic, linguistic and religious backgrounds. Here you will find an astonishingly wide range of economic activity- from those who make idlis to potters to tanners to manufacturers of airline cutlery and crockery. In Dharavi, there is a place for everybody and if you want to earn some money, there is always work to be found and food to eat. 

There are workers who make only Rs. 300 a month and there are a few entrepreneurs who even earn Rs. 300,000 a month. There are accommodations like ‘pongal houses’, where the poorer residents sleep in 3 different shifts, fully utilizing the bed space available. Potters smuggle clay and make Diwali diyas you and I buy at extremely cheap rates. Scrap and garbage recycling are major sources of employment and income generation. As families consolidate their economic gains, their aspirations soar. Today, there are 21 children of Dharavi that we know of studying in medical college and more than 40 doing engineering courses. Dharavi is inclusive and cosmopolitan, home to the poor and the better-off, and most people are self-employed. Dharavi stands as testimony to the sweat and toil of the poor and the pulsating energy of entrepreneurs, who have built homes for themselves, brick by brick over the years.
What will happen to all these people if Mukesh Mehta’s plans are implemented? Our guess is that they will be pushed out of Dharavi as it transforms itself into multi-storeyed apartments and glitzy commercial establishments. The Government has agreed to give an FSI of 4, paving the way for skyscrapers. We doubt that the present residents of Dharavi will be able to afford to live in gleaming high-rises. Dharavi, so close to the Bandra Kurla Complex, the planned international financial centre of the city with its diamond bourses and multinational offices, will cater to the needs of the better-off and the wealthy. As the original residents are forced out of Dharavi, they will form slums in other areas and the middle-class will bemoan their proliferation. Mehta speaks of bringing in artisans and setting up ceramic training centres but what will happen to the lowly potter, whose craft is taken away? The big fish will eat the small fish. In this craze for Mumbai to become like Shanghai, who gives a thought to the poor? 

The experience of more than 50 years of development in the Third World has conclusively proved that the top-down approach of paternalistic, sometimes socialist, States has not worked. Elites decide what is good for the people and predictably, these decisions do not work in favour of the poor. You have to only look around in our neighbourhood or in Africa or Latin America to realize the truth of these observations. Has Mehta engaged in any consultation with the residents of Dharavi, much less the poor among them? There are more than 400 housing co-operatives of slum dwellers in Dharavi but has Mehta discussed his plans with even one of them? Globally competitive bidders and international capital will not tolerate people’s participation and community development. Mehta says he has spent 7 years making presentations on his dream project, but these were made to the politicians, bureaucrats, not to the people who live in Dharavi. A slum redevelopment project, the Rajiv Indira housing society, has been completed, people have moved in and are celebrating their new homes. They have been recently informed that they fall in the newly designated commercial zone. Will their homes be demolished? What about the loans taken for construction? Certainly, the people are not aware of what will happen to them. When we try to make Mumbai like Shanghai, let’s remember that China is not famous for democratic decision-making. 
There is another way in which Dharavi can be redeveloped. By adopting a bottom-up approach, through community participation, by drawing up plans that are people-centered, and by addressing the livelihood concerns of the poor. Mr. Mehta, we are not against global capital per se; we are not against sky-scrapers per se and we are not against the pursuit of profit per se. But does this have to be at the cost of the poor? That’s the important question to answer.
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