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IChanging the Cityscape





Slums Lord Over Mumbai
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MUMBAI: Three decades ago, Mumbai’s slum dwellers comprised just over 30 per cent of the population. Now, not only do they dominate the cityscape, but the increasing political apathy of the upper middle class means that their votes are not significant. 

”The turnout of slum voters is as high as 80 per cent. Compare this with the turnout of people residing in Cuffe Parade buildings (barely ten per cent) and you will see why politicians are targeting mainly slum dwellers for votes,” says Congress Corporator Puran Doshi, who campaigned for his party’s South Mumbai MP Milind Deora. 

Political parties have thus always sought sops for slums. Congress MLA KripaShankar Singh has fought with the authorities to protect illegal slums on airport land in Santa Cruz, as did his colleague Naseem Khan. 

Chief minister Sushilkumar Shinde last year told party workers in Trombay ”slum dwellers are our Gods”, reducing the price of photopasses - which establish the slum dweller’s right to residence - from Rs 3,600 to Rs 600 soon after he made that statement.

The Congress government also raised the permissible height of slums from ten feet to 14 feet just before the last civic elections. 

The Shiv Sena too has not lagged behind. Shortly after coming to power in 1995, it joined hands with the BJP and announced free housing for 40 lakh slum dwellers. It is another matter that barely 27,000 slum families were finally provided new shelters and that 20 per cent of them illegally sold their tenements. Slum dwellers have gained inordinate importance in the last decade or so, say observers. 

”Earlier, we were all dependent on the welfare state, so we all had a stake in the political process,” says R N Sharma, head of the urban studies department at the Tata Institute of Social Sciences. 

”Today, carrot politics can only work with those dependent on the state for their basic needs-the poor.” Could the middle class ever make a difference? ”Just as the third candidate can influence the results, the middle class, if they vote in enough numbers, can make a difference on the margin,” says Gerson D’Cunha of Agni.






