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tion 1is initiated, sustalned and strengthened.
The "ARC", as we call it, is simply a place
where people come for information about and
analysis of the resources avallable in thelr
environment; where discussion of individual and
collective problems, new methods of problem=-
solving, and sharing of experiences takes place.
The ARC provides an unpressured environment
where this process can take place at a pace set
by people, and around the issues 1ldentified by
them. SPARC's workers play the role of resource
people, co-ordinators, and, when necessary, of
catalysts.

Women's Groups:

The second level of our approach 1ls to
facilitate the formation of women's groups
throughout the community, so that women can
emerge from their isolation in the family or
other traditional soclal groups where the oppor=-
tunities for new learning and change are more
l1imited. In the women's groups, issues and
problems affecting women's llves are ralsed and
dealt with in a new perspective. We are con-
vinced that women's growing empowerment 1s the
inevitable outcome of this process.

In our experience, the new sets of alter-
natives and attitudes acguired thus by women
transforms not only themselves but their fami-
lies and community. We are aware, however, that
such long-term, in-depth change 1s not necessari-
ly immedlate, visible, or easily defined and




measured. A significant part of our task, there-
fore, 18 to develop with women their own indicators
of change and growth through collective reflection.

Locating an Area?

Selecting an area of operation was our next
priority, for with thousands of pavement dwellers
in Bombay city, we obviously could not be every-
wWwhere at once. But based on available information
and our own earlier contacts with some pavement
familles, we knew that South Bombay had the highest
concentration of pavement slums. OQut of the
several wards in the southern part of the city,
we chose the E ward (roughly corresponding to the
Byculla and Mazgaon areas) where some of us had
earllier worked with a few pavement families.

PHASE I: JANUARY TO JUNE, 1985

SPARC had, in a sense, glven itself a very
much more complex and difficult task than if we
had simply set out to identify the "needs" of a

"target” group and proceeded to provide services
to meet them. Yet, some concrete and specific
activities had to be undertaken to give substance
and structure to our work. Here is what we did
in the first months of our work:

Mapplng:
The first step in working with pavement




dwellers is to find out where they are. Thus,
having defined E ward as our %augraphical area,
we set out to systematically "map” every pavement
slum within it. This may seem an obvious step
but is often overlooked. Pavement slums occur in
a fascinating pattern, and there 1s a danger of
not seeing the woods for the trees. The large,
highly visible slums on major roads can easily
become the focus of activity, missing out the

small, scattered groups 1n the narrower lanes
and gullies.

We also decided to map the public/eivic
facilities and resources in the area =- clinics,
hospitals, schools, welfare centres, etc. This
way, we ourselves would be equipped with rele-
vant information of use to the people.

Armed with a comprehensive street map of E
ward, we walked every street and lane 1in concen-
tric clircles, marking every group of pavement
huts = which we called a '"cluster" = on the map
until we reach the centre-point. We also did a
rough hut-count as we went along. We located
39 clusters ranging in size from 10 to 200 huts.

The "mapping" exercise was also very consl-
ously used to familiarise people with our faces,
and to strike up conversations with women. The
most often-asked Qquestions were: '"Why are you
dolng this?" "What do you want?” "What are you
going to do for us?" and "If you are soclal
workers, why don't you give us something?" These
questions were fielded carefully, explalning that
we did not plan to "give" anything except infor-
mation; we did not want to make people dependent;



but we would like to sit with them and talk about
different things.

These conversations were by no means easy.
We ourselves often felt frustrated and even foolish
at the lack of some specific "purpose ’; women
would often look at us as i1f we were wasting time!
But 1n retrospect, this intended vagueness intri-
gued women far more than if we had talked to them
with a clear agenda, thus creating a need for
further interaction.

Cluster Profiles:

Once mapplng was completed, we began
visiting each cluster regularly and trying to
establish rapport with the women. During this
time, we found that women knew very little about
the cluster as a whole. We therefore devised a
"eluster profile", a 1list of some 20 items of
basic lnformation about each group. The cluster
profile served several purposes:

1) It provided a set of basic data about
each pavement slum, including their
states of origin, duration of residence
in the city and on this pavement, water
source, tollets, major occupations of
men, women and children, health facili-
tles used, whether they possess ration
cards, whether they are registered on
electoral rolls, etec, :

2) It enabled women to learn about theilr own
communities while sharing information
with us;




3) Since the cluster profile required women
to consult each other before providing
answers acceptable to all, it initiated
the process of collectlve reflection and
discussion and of looking at the environ-
ment more objectively;

and 4) It provided a structured format for our
interaction with women, throwing up the
issues whlch concerned them most in a
spontaneous manner and through discussion
of these, we were able to establish our
credentlals and methods of work more
clearly than a hundred explanations.

For example, women in one cluster wanted to
get ration cards, and explained the fallure of
thelr past attempts to do so through the usual
middle men. Would we get them ration cards? Yo,
but we could all go to the ration office together
and find out how to get cards. Thus a group of
women and a couple of SPARC workers set off for
the ration office, obtalned application forms,
got the procedures explalned, understood what
information had to be put on the form, etc. We
played the role of scribes (since none of the
women could write). In a short time, therefore,
these women not only got ration cards but under=-
stood a lot about what to expect from SPARC.

Cluster profiles were the maln focus of our
work from April to May. Photography was also
extensively used during this time = indeed photo-
graphy 1s a keystone of our total strategy.



When women see thelr own and others' pletures,
lively discussions are the inevlitable result.

The search for an office:

Until April, our contacts with women were
one-sided in that it was always we who went to
them - we had no office or place where women
could seek us out if they so wished. 4ll meet=-
ings were held on the paveaments, in a clear space
or in someone's hut.

But during the mapping of civic facilitiles,
we discovered an empty garage at a municlpal
dispensary right in the heart of E ward and sur-
rounded by pavement slums. It was large enough
to seat at least 30 on the floor, with a large
open area just outside. We approached the BMC
Health Department, under whose Jurisdiction this
clinic lay, to explore the possiblility of renting
the garage as an office.

After some discusslions with them and with
the Municipal Commissioner, 1t was agreed that
SPARC could rent the garage for our work. We
took possession of the place on the 24th April
1985, and lmwedlately began extensive repairs
selnce the place was 1n very bad repalr. It was
only in June that we were actually able to use
the office as a base.

Funding:

It was also during thls early perlod that
we received our first grant. Although we had



aprlied to several governmental and non-govern=-
mental agencles for funding as far back as
October, 1984, +the Women's Cell of the Ministry
of Labour, Government of Indila, was the first to
sanction us a grant for working with poor migrant
Wwomen 1n urban slums. This was a long-awaited
event, since we could now pay for the core staff
and activities of one to three area resource
centres 1ln three years.

The Monsoon:

End-June was a depressing pericd when the
fury of the elements put pald to our field work
for more than two weeks. The monsoon rains lash-
ed the city with unusual fury , and our area, a
low=lying one prone to flooding, became a disaster
area in 24 hours. Hundreds of pavement families
had to abandon thelr dwellings and take shelter
in nearby bulldings. Our newly-repaired office
was four feet deep in water for nearly three days.

At this time, although unable to carry on
field work and cluster meetings, we tried to
understand how people coped with such calamities.
We found that many families whose women worked
as domestlc servants in nearby bulldings were
glven shelter by thelr employers during the
worst of the floods. We also used this enforced
lull to review the past months' work and plan
activities for the coming months. Primarily, we
declded to:

1) Provide feedback to all clusters about
the information gathered from them and




collectively analyse ¥ Of

2) Focus on features common to several
clusters and attempt to define common
issues;

and 3) identify clusters which were most ready

for formation of women's groups and begin
working with them.

Unfortunately, clrcumstances overset this
Plan, as we shall sSee,

PHASE II : JuLy T0 SEPTEMBER, 1985

Ihe Supreme Court Judgment on Pavement Dwellers:

Just as we began to implement the work plan
described above, an event occured which rendered
1t meaningless: on July 11, 1985, the Supreme
Sourt delivered Judgment on what is generally
called "the Pavement Dweller Case", which had
been sub judice for four years from 1951, when a
stay order had first been obtained to stop mass
demolitions in the clty at that time,

While paying 1ip service to all the soecio-
€Conomle factors leading to pavement dwelling,
the judgment in essence gave the Bombay Municipal
Corporation (hereafter, BuC) Permission to evict
811 "unauthorised" dwellings and structures without
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the provision of alternative shelter, as per the
provisions of the BMC Act of 1888,

The judgment had a devastating impact on
pavement and slum dwellers allke. Within a few
days, many people, especlally women, began coming
to SPARC's office in search of advice, help, or
reassurance. In the general state of panic which
ensued, we found that many people had very dis-
torted versions of the Judgment, often thanks to
rank misreporting, especlally in the vernacular
press. For instance, one paper carrled the head-
line: "Footpairiwalon ke liye knush khabar” (Good
news for pavement dwellers).

While we 1in SPARD had anticipated the possl-
bility of having to deal with the evictlon 1issue
at some time, we were not ready to deal with 1t
at that point. Many demands and expectatlons were
perceptible from the people, and we had to be
careful about how we responded to these.

After intensive dlscussions amongst ourselves,
we came to the following concluslons: since the
focus of our work was migrant women livlingz on pave-
ments, we had to deal with whatever 1issue affected
their lives critically; their immediate crisils
was the threat of eviction from their homes wWitn-
out any alternative; consequently, this would have
to be the focus of our interaction with them, We
then went on to define the role SPARC could play
as follows:

1) As a resource centre, women and thelr
families should be provided factual infor-
mation about the judgment and its impll-
cations; ' '
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2) SPARC should meet all the concerned
authoritles who might be involved in or
influence the implementation of the
Judgment in order to understand what
they proposed to do and take this feed-
back to the people;

3) Represent to these authorities the people's
concerns and their need for relevant infor-
matlon about the how, when, and where of
any proposed demolitions so that they may
evolve alternatives;

and 4) Identify and undertake any necessary
activities which would assist people in
facling both the ilmmediate erisis and also
fulfil more long-term goals,

Dissemination of Information:

These defined roles then took shape in the
form of action. First we visited every cluster in
our ward and discussed the details of the judgment
with people, especlally the women. This process
Wwas often gquestioned by the menfolk, who felt we
were wasting valuable information on women who
Were by nature lnacapable of understanding such
complexlties! But we overcame this hurdle by
explalining that since demolitions zenerally take
place durlng the day, when the men are away at
work, it was vital for women to know what to expect
and how to cope.

However, we held weekly meetings in the office
to whlch all were invited for further discussions.
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These meetings were so arranged that people from
several different clusters would attend, thus
promoting feelings of a common cause and unified
planning and discussion.

The content and nature of these meetlngs
deserves special mention: the inltlal reaction,
especially among women, was that of fear. The
most common Qquestions that arose were: "What wlll
become of us?" "Where can we go 1f we are throvn
out?" 3ut gradually, people began answering theilr
own questions. The vast majority affirmed that
they had no place to go; returning to their vill-
ages would provide only a temporary respite =
they nad nelther work, shelter nor land there, and
would not be tolerated for long by relatives, ‘if
indeed they had any. Moreover, the initial feel-
ings of fear and despalr soon turned into more
positive attitudes: they soon began guestlioning
the validity of the Judgment, and recognised thelr
right to alternatives as cltizens of the country
who had only migrated to Bombay for survival.

Interaction with Officlals:

At another level, SPARC souzht meetings wlth
various officials of the BMC, including the Muni-
eipal Commissioner, Additional Municipal Commis-
sioner (Encroachments), and others. We found
them quite open = they made it clear that they had
no intention of undertaking mass demolltions wilthout
any thought for the plight of the affected. They
seemed genuinely concerned to find a humanitarian
solution to the problem. They offered to glive full
consideration to any plan SPARZ might care to work
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out for the resettlement of pavement dwellers in

E ward. They also informed us that the BMC
intended to undertake demolitions in a 'phased'
manner, starting only with those areas where pave=-
ment dwellings clogged traffic movement on key
arterial roads and where important public works
pProjects (such as laying water supply pipes or
storm drainage) had been held up by the presence
of the clusters. Our meetings with state government
officials such as the Chlef Secretary confirmed
this.

Interaction with other Voluntary Action Groups:

Slmultaneously, SPARC also participated in
a number of meetings and joint action committees
convened by other voluntary organisations, lawyers'
groups, and concerned citizens in the cilty. These
meetings brought to light certain commonalities:
pavement dwellers were highly isolated, and had
no well-defined local leadership or organisation
to represent them to civie authorities and
policy-makers - especially in comparison to slum
dwellers, Only those pockets which had repeatedly
faced demolltions had developed some degree of
local organisation to meet this intermittent
crisis, although here too the leadership was
often tired, complained of lack of unity among
the people, and occasionally corrupt. Finally,
some pavement clusters which had enterprising
leaders were busy trying to obtaln rellefs or
alternate sites for themselves, while others who
lacked this benefit simply awalted their fate.

As of mid-August, no concensus had been
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reached in any of these forums about a course of
action, and heated debates took place about

what pavement dwellers should and shouldn't do,
without much reference to the people themselves.
We at SPARC did not think people should be told
what to do (since the conseguences of any action
would affect them, not the outsiders); people
should deterwuine the course of action which was
most functlional to them through collective discus-
sions and decision-making. In order to do this
more effectively, they needed as much informatioa
as possible, especlally about what options were
avallable and what the spin-offs of each would be.

Data Search on Pavement Dwellers:

At around this time, SPARC began to scan all

avallable sources for literature on pavement
dwellers and on public housing programmes. In all
our meetings wlth both officlals and actlon groups
we were struck by the blatant lack of facts and
flgures. No one seemed to know exactly how many
pavement dwellers livedin the city, and how many
would be affected by the proposed demolitions.
It therefore became clear that any kind of advo-
cacy, whether for alternate accommodatlon or any
other kind of assistance, was meaningless in the
absence of this cruclal data.

Meanwhile, government spokesmen kept repeat-
ing that cnly those covered in the Maharashtra
Government's 1977 census of slums would be provid-
ed alternate sites. But even the Additional
Collector of Slums and Encroachments admitted that
pavement dwellers had not been included in this
census.
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On the other hand, a study of various publiec
nousing schemes and the city's development plans
made 1t clear that these refered only to slum
'upgrading’' and ‘rehousing'. Rehousing of pave-
ment dwellers seemed not to have featured at all
in any public housing or urban development policy/
Planning exercises. Thus, while pavement dwell-
ers were all around us, Just as much as slums, they
were virtually invisible as far as any planned
enumeration, rehousing or development efforts were
concerned.

The Census:

It was against this background that SPARC
decided, 1in mid-August, to undertake a census of
all pavement dwellers in E ward. We saw the census
as fulfilling several meaningful purposes:

1) To create an information base speclfically
about pavement dwellers which would make
them visible, and enable people to repre-
sent their situation in an informed manner;

2) To generate information about the causes
of their migration and reasons for living
on the pavement:

3) To determine the role Played by them,
particularly the women, in the elty's
economy ;

4) To influence both short-term and long-term
urban development/ planning;
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5) To perform this census as a demonstration
exercise proving the need for and feasibi-
lity of a simlilar exercise by the BMC and/
or state government on a city-wide scale as
a precondltion to finding a humane solution
to the problem;

and 6) Xost important, to elevate the debate on
pavement dwelling from the level of oplnion,
myth and prejudice to that of fact and
reality.

From mid- to end-August, cluster meetings
were held in every area and in the officeto discuss
the census 1dea with the people. The concept of
their statistical invisibility and the power of
facts and flgures found ready acceptance, but many
were cynical about the outcome; they had participa=-
ted in many emaller surveys before and had never
recelved any feedback elther about the results or
thelr impact. However, our pledge to provide a
copy of each cluster's data in the local language
as well as the total census results to each area
reassured them and the people supported the entire
undertaking.

During the same period, a juestionnaire was
developed and pre-tested, and 15 lnvestigators
recrulted from a market research agency. It was
further decided that the census should cover not
only B ward but also families living on the pave-
ments of the major arterial roads of South 3ombay,
as the latter were to be the first targets in the
proposed demolitlons, according to newspaper reports.
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While pre-testing the questionnalre, the value of
each item of information was discussed, so that
people understood why it was asked and what the
answer would tell the world about theilr life and
work. All these attempts at involving people
fully in the census made it their own, and the
speed, accuracy and efficiency with which it was
completed 1s mainly a result of people's whole-
hearted support.

Data collection began on the 30th August and
was finished on 29th September, 1985. This haste
was warranted by the fact that demolitions were
Bcheduled to commence on November 1st - if the
census was to have any impact at all, the report
of the results had to be out by mid-October.

Thus in the short space of one month, 6,054 house- °
holds with 26,583 population had been canvassed
by 15 investigators continuously supervised by 6
SPARC staff working almost round the clock. One
in every 10 questionnaires was crosschecked by a
SPARC worker. The presence of SPARC staff at
every cluster where investigators were deployed
was doubly reassuring to people, since they could
approach us for any doubt or clarification on the
spot.

Qestlonnaires were coded as they poured in
by a team of first four and later eight coders,
so that all questlonnalres had been despatched for
electronic data processing by October 2nd.

At the end of September, SPARC recelved a
grant from Terme des Hommes (TDH) +o start elther
another area resource centre or for additional
staff inputs in the Byculla ARC. The TDH grant
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was a godsend at this polnt since it helped us
absorbh somsz of the census expenses.

PHASE III : OCTOBER TO DECEMBER, 1985

The Census Report, "We, the Invisible":

Qomputer processing of the census data posed
a number of problems. This was the only part of
the exercise 1n which we were totally out of control
and dependent on computer professionals. The size
and complexity of the data was such that each run
threw up a2 host of problems. Whlle we had antlel-
pated many crises, thanks to the mind-bogzgling
ambitiousness of our undertaking, it was, ironical-
ly, only the nigh-technology end of it which proved
problematic.

The computer-related delays were a real
erisis because SPFAR? had called a press conference
on ODctober 14th to release the results of the
census. This meant not only zetting the flnal data
but analysing it, writine, and printing the report
by October 14th. :

We received the final ("de=bugged") printouts
only on the nizht of October 12th. Through a
superhuman effort, the data was analysed, the report
writing completed, and 100 coples of it obtalned in
time for the press conference thanks to a committed
printer who wWorked through the night to dellver the
goods.

The census report was titled "We,the Invisible”
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to signify the invisibility of this population from
the point of view of planning or an understanding
of what leads to the phenomenon of pavement dwell-
ing. The report was released to the press as
scheduled and received wide coverage especlally

in the English papers. Despilte some malicious
misreporting and the absence of the vernasular
press (who had been personally invited), the press
coverage of the report made considerable impact.
The effect was heightened by the fact that the
results of an All-Bombay census of pavement dwell-
ers undertaken by the College of Social Work
(Nirmala Niketan), Bombay University, were releas-
ed the next day (October 15th), and closely para-
llelled every one of our flndings.

It is important to note that the Nirmala
Niketan's census commenced several weeks after
ours, 1n late September, and so there was no
questlon of any duplication of other efforts. In
fact, when SPARC first suggested the idea of a
census, lt was not considered feasible in the
short time left hefore the demolitions were to
begin - which 1s why we proceeded on our own.

On the day of the press conference, we also
dellvered coples of the census report to the
Central and State Government Ministers, officials,
and Judges, BMC officials, and concerned indivi-
duals. Hindi and Marathi versions of the report
were also brought out and distributed among
bPavement dwellers and also to groups working in
the districts from which many pavement families
have mlgrated, shortly after the press conference.
Coples of the report have also been sent to lead-
ing state and national research, teaching, and
Planning institutions. .
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Feedback of Census Data to the People:

Apart from the distribution of the report,
we kept our pledge of giving the census data back
to people. Several sets of charts were prepared
by our staff, each graphically depicting some
aspect of the census results = the number of
families and individuals (men, women and children)
surveyed; the main occupational groups and income
levels; the states and districts of origin; and
the major causes of migration %o the city. Even
though people were not always able to relate to
all the items of information, or to grasp the
significance of the statistics, the feedback did
generate a lot of discussion and awareness. _ The
most important impact, perhaps, Was the realisa-
tion that they were not just a scattered hand ful
but thousands and thousands of people sharing the
same plight. This gave them an unknown sense of
strength and significance: "If there are so many
of us, surely government must do some thing! We
cannot be swept away like dust!"” The realisation
that hundreds of similar families had left their
rural homes for the same Treasons = unemployment,
drought, poverty = was also empowering.

Rallies and Marches:

Around mid-October, several political
parties organlised morchas and rallies on the
eviction lssue. Pavement dwellers were being
called every other day to participate in one or
the other Many people approached SPARC for
guldance. Our role here was %o explain the pur-
pose and value of thls type of mobllisation, what
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influence such mobillisation has on the outcome of
any 1issue, and 1ts role in the democratic process.
We also emphasised the need to particlipate 1in

such events in an informed manner = to know the
Precise purpose, the 4demands bein$ Presented,
whether these demands reflect one s own, etc.

We nelther persuaded nor dissuaded, but encouraged
people = especially women - to decide whether or
not to participate and then to do 80 not as a herd
but with a clear understanding.

The Passinz of the Orisis:

By November 1st, 1985, 1t became apparent
that mass evictions were belng shelved for the
time belng. For various reasons (which will be
analysed elsewhere in a separate publication),
the moral and political lmperative of providing
people with alternative shelter was recognised on
all hands. The BMC and state government seemed
to have declded to seek a more Just and long-term
solution to the Problem; and one less fraught with
the potential for violence. This provided a much
needed respite to the pavement dwellers and to
groups like ours whose routine work had been comp=-
letely overwhelmed by the demolition crisis.

Officlal Reaction to "We the Invisible':

Another significant aspect of SPARG's activi-
tles in November was our many meetings with state
government and BMC officials to discuss our report.
At the risk of being immodest, "We the Invisible"”
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had made a considerable impact on these offlclals.
They have taken cognizance of its major findings,
and have invited us for discussions to help ldenti=-
fy concrete 'solutions'.

Unfortunately, but perhaps inevitably, there
has also been a tendency to demand that since we
have attempted to represent and elucidate the
situation and problems of the pavement dwellers,
we must also provide faclle solutions to the
problem, and that too 'practical' ones. Thils we
have steadfastly refused to do on the grounds that
not only is the problem and its solutlon highly
complex, but the need to evolve alternatives with
the people most affected viz., pavement dwellers,
and not with outside groups who claim to represent
them. We can only indicate the basic dlagnosis and
some lines of treatment, which lie in the overall
development strategy as manifested by the indust-
rial, rural development and urban land-use pollcles.
There i1s an urgent need to study the complex
dynamics which lead to pavement dwelling: for
instance, the vast majority of pavement people are
employed in the city's growing informal sector at
well below minimum wages, with no hope of acquir-
ing proper shelter in the astronomically expensive
housing market of Bombay. A deeper understanding
of these dynamics will eschew oversimplified
answers which cannot be called 'solutions' since
they are neilther effective nor soclally Jjust,

Internal Evaluation of SFPARC:

December heralded the completion of one full
year - a most eventful one - for SPARC. We all
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felt the need at this point to reflect on the
events and activities of the past year and put
them into some perspective. Therefore, in the
month of December, we spent two days a week on

an internal review, the other days being utilised
for cluster meetings where we again set in motion
the business of working with women and integrating
the experiences of the preceding months with them.
Several resource persons also participated in the
evaluation exercise.

Looking Back:

In retrospect, SPARC moved at a very accele-
rated pace in 1985, and often in totally unanticl-
pated directions. The year was as traumatic as 1t
wag eventful. The evictlon crisis was like a
burst of adrenalin which speeded up our work with
pavement communities and enabled us to establish
a close rapport with the people, particularly
women, much faster than is normally possible. e
were fortunate that the role we assigned ourselves
was not only within our capaclty, but totally
accepted by the people.

We see the main challenge of 1986 as bullding
on this foundation and nurturing the sense of unity
and collective change which was born in 1985. The
enormous gquantity of data generated by the census
has also created a strong base for further research
and action programmes in the coming year.

The stress and pressure under which we worked

has more than established our credibllity 1in the
eyes of the pecple. We ask for no more.
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