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IChanging the Cityscape





Slums Must Go

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1By Hansel D’Souza hansel@vsnl.com
Mumbai is divided down the middle.  Almost half live in slums, so their opinion on the issue needs no spelling out.  The other half firmly believes that slums must go.  Is it really such a simple issue?

For instance.  Do slum dwellers enjoy living in slums?  Does a Bihari or Bangladeshi just take a train to Mumbai, pick a pretty spot and claim it as his own?  Do slum dwellers really live free of cost?  Can middle-class Mumbai live without slum dwellers?

Imagine for one fleeting moment that the government wipes Mumbai clean of all its slums and transports slum dwellers back to Bihar, UP or somewhere far away!

How would middle-class Mumbai fare?  Who would wash your utensils, clean your house, wash your clothes, drive your car, watch your society premises?  Who would bring vegetables to the doorstep, deliver your milk, collect the garbage, sweep the streets, run the autorickshaw, drive the taxi, deliver groceries, fetch your drink at the club, man the car park?  Who would courier your mail, man your factory, transport your goods?  Who would provide a million and one services at theatres, stations and airports that keep this city alive?  Where do all these hard-working elves disappear to every night?

Now imagine the opposite.  All slums are regularized.  Elections in Mumbai are won and lost on the slum vote alone.  So slum dwellers legitimately rule Mumbai.  Now, as you weave your way to work with a slum on your right and a cesspool on the left you wonder why you allowed slums and politicians to take over Mumbai.  Your kids wear facemasks and gloves, while you spend a third of your income on electricity; as every space you use is air-conditioned to keep you alive!  Mumbai is Patna, Dhaka and Eastern UP all rolled in one!  Most of the middle-class have fled Mumbai to Australia, US or Canada.  You are one of those stuck for want of a foreign connection.  You resign yourself to your “backward class status” as you avoid public places after dusk, being a threatened minority!

As usual we will laugh away these extremes and say, “It can never happen!” (secretly hoping it never happens).  As usual we will go back to our extreme positions and argue for or against slums on the net and at page 3 parties. Meanwhile, the sordid underbelly of the city is growing obese and venomous.  With hope in our hearts and a prayer on our lips we place our sovereign right to humanly exist in the hands of the political class.

Why cannot the government and administration be trusted?  Very simply because our interests are not theirs.   Every slum has been created with clear intent.  Large tracts of land are left open to new settlers in the city.  Slumlords lease out pitches with a hefty portion of the take shared by petty officials in the MCGM, Collector’s office and other concerned departments.  Ration cards, photo-passes and electoral lists legitimize the settlement.  Corporators and MLA’s provide water connections, electricity lines and their own development funds to build drains, lanes and toilets.  In return, they obtain votes en bloc.  MLA’s become ministers and the circle becomes a spiral. 

So why is the government now on a demolition spree?  Ministerial eyes have lit up with the juicy 30,000 crore carrot dangled by the World Bank.  Space needs to be created to utilize the development loan for public projects.  Once the loan is sanctioned, Mumbai can go back to its relocated slums.  To a bankrupt administration which is 100,000 crores deep in debt, 30,000 crores is a big bonus!  So while the middle-class dream of Shanghai and the slum dwellers look to Sonia, the cat between the monkeys would have dipped her paws in the cream!

Enlightened Mumbai must declare no-confidence in the political establishment.  An expert committee must be set up by citizens to engineer a workable plan to save Mumbai.  Architects, planners, activists of repute must work towards addressing immediate needs like mass transportation, low cost housing, basic facilities like sanitation, healthcare and education.  The city’s resources like land, water and power must be pooled together to rehabilitate the slums and provide a humane environment.  

Yes slums must go!  But slum-dwellers must be rehabilitated.  They need to be recognized as a human component in a complex urban grid.  Their utility and service to the city is priceless.  Mumbai cannot survive without them.  However, stringent steps must ensure no new slums.

Ironically, vote bank politics will go only when Mumbai’s single largest vote bank the middle-class, realizes both its potential and responsibility to give the city a clean human administration.







