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 1.Introduction

1.1 Research Problem Statement

The overall objective of this creative project is to understand the existing urban 

social patterns in the self made neighborhood of Dharavi, Mumbai and propose 

relevant interventions and design solutions that will enhance the quality of social 

life in Dharavi. The existing social network is one of the many aspects of urban 

form in Dharavi. This neighborhood is a reflection of its physical and social 

design, socioeconomic and political factors. The urban landscape in Dharavi 

exists in several layers. Circulation, architecture, habitation, social spaces, social 

networks, land use patterns, hydrology, water infrastructure are the several aspects 

that define the urban landscape of Dharavi. 

Once a small fishing village, today Dharavi 500 acres of triangular marsh land 

is home to 600,000 people from all over the country and has a count of more 

than 1044 manufacturing units of all kinds. It has evolved over the decades. With 
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Bandra Kurla Complex and the International Airport as it its neighbors, Dharavi 

is located in a very prime location. This self made city of Dharavi no doubt needs 

better infrastructure, but razing the existing is not the solution. If the city of Dharavi 

is razed completely, the complex urban landscapes that have generated over the 

decades will be dismissed. This creative project will propose interventions and 

design solutions that will address the existing infrastructure keeping in mind the 

live and work spaces that have been created and bring about a change through 

design in the perception of Dharavi by the rest of the city.

 1.2 Significance of Creative Project

A holistic approach to the informal settlements all over the world needs a deep 

rooted understanding of existing complex systems and the interrelationships 

of these settlements and the rest of the city. The study of the physical form and 

structure of these settlements leads to the understanding of urban morphology. 

What is the significance of such a study? The urban form of the city influences 

behavioral, economic and social processes within it (Vance, 1990). Thus the 

nature of the settlement has a direct affect on all the activities associated with it.

The basic research here involves the understanding of how and why an informal 

settlement is formed and how can a designer address this situation. Informal 

settlements are not limited to Mumbai or for that matter India but it is a situation 
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across the globe. What is the source of this urban informality? And how do we 

address it? Theory of urban informality in general has been discussed by several 

scholars and researchers but a specific case like Dharavi and a design solution to 

understand the highly integrated social networks and to enhance the existing social 

spaces has great potential. Therefore this creative project will focus on mapping 

the existing complex social spaces and systems and introduce interventions to the 

existing and bring forward the different design solutions that will create quality 

social spaces. Social spaces, housing, work spaces, the existing river, the system 

of water, relationships with the surrounding and other infrastructure will come 

together to form a solution to this complex and highly integrated neighborhood of 

Dharavi. 

1.3 Organization of the Creative Project

The creative project is organized into 6 Chapters. First chapter introduces the 

problem statement and the significance of the problem. The second chapter sets a 

background to the problem by introducing the city of Mumbai in terms of physical 

design, architecture, urban landscape and the its interrelationship with the rest 

of the country and the informal settlements within Mumbai. The third chapter 

specifically discusses the informality in Dharavi through site analysis. This chapter 

demonstrates the methodology that has been used to analyze the several layers 

and systems in Dharavi and provides an in depth analysis on the existing social 
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structure and urban fabric of Dharavi. Interpretation and analysis of the several 

approaches to informality across the globe has been done in the fourth chapter. 

Dharavi is now seen through the frame work of several theories and case studies 

and thus the several points that have potential for intervention and change are 

identified as opportunities in the fifth chapter. The sixth chapter is the concluding 

chapter that will demonstrate clearly discuss how the particular research model 

played a role in defining problems and how design solutions address those 

problems.



fig. 2.1 CST Station, Mumbai Correa,Housing and Urbanisation, Pg. 110

2. Mumbai
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fig. 2.2   7 Islands of Mumbai
in early 16 century

fig. 2.3 Growing Mumbai in 
early 19 century

fig. 2.4  Mumbai Job 
Location in 1990Ês

2.1 HISTORIC BACKGROUND

With an estimated population of 15 million people within its municipality limits, 

Mumbai is the biggest, fastest, richest city in India. Everyday10, 000 people  from 

all over the country come to Mumbai looking for a better life. (BBC, 2009) The 

poorest Mumbaikars see their city as a bird of gold, a place of fortune, where 

you can change your destiny and fly. It is a land of dreams for the people of India 

(Mehta, 2011). Mumbai was originally made up of 7 islands of low lying swamps. 

It was mainly a fishing village and the land of the fisher men. The only source of 

water for the people of Mumbai was the monsoon (Neuwirth, 2005). The concept of 

water flowing directly from surface to sea was nonexistent. The islands of Mumbai 

=10,000 Jobs

Location of Dharavi
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were determined by a monsoon surface where water moved from an overflow of 

terraces to several fields and finally to tanks where water was stored to be used for 

rest of the year (Anuradha Mathur, 2009). The island city of Mumbai was gifted by 

the Portuguese to the British. Till the early nineteenth century Britain used Calcutta as 

its principal port but Mumbai became increasingly significant with the development 

of foreign shipping which exploited the closer location to Europe (Patel, 2003). 

Mumbai was always a trading city and with the railways Mumbai began to boom 

(BBC, 2009). And by this time, several rivers had been identified and the landscape 

of Mumbai had changed. It was no more a monsoon surface where water flowed 

from terrace to fields to tanks but an urban landscape where water flowed directly 

into the rivers (Anuradha Mathur, 2009). As British established their base in Mumbai, 

their partners and collaborators moved with them. This consisted of Gujarati and 

Parsi traders. Thus Mumbai attracted immigrants from the north mainly consisting of 

traders. It also attracted distress migration due to Famine and Floods in different part 

1750

Mathur, 2009, pg. 32

1925 Landfill 1969 Landfill 2000 Landfill 2005 Flood

Fig. 2.5, Gradual land formation of Mumbai
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of the country. Displaced peasants, agricultural workers and artisans migrated to 

the city to become workers in the port and other transport facilities being developed 

in the city. Mumbai slowly went through a transition from being an entry port to a 

manufacturing city. By the end of 19th century, Mumbai had grown to a population 

of little under 800,000. The textile industry in Mumbai that supported several lives 

underwent a great decline in the early 19th century. Several mills closed and over 

100,000 workers were displaced. There was a simultaneous transfer of mill functions 

into the unorganized sector (Patel, 2003). Thus, began the revolution of informality 

in Mumbai.

By 1996, while Mumbai became the richest city of India accounting for 40% of 

tax revenues of the entire nation, approximately half its population lived in informal 

settlements.  Due to the influx of the foreign corporations in the early 1990Ês, there was 

an extreme hike in the real estate prices making Mumbai one of the most expensive 

places to live (Nijman, 2007). This was not unexpected and it was prior to this time 

when the young architects of Mumbai came up with the plan for Navi Mumbai. In 

1964, it was expected that the population was going to increase from 4.5 million 

to 9 million in 1984. The real estate prices were increasing at an alarming rate 

during the 1960Ês. Every time, there was an increase in the population, the Mumbai 

municipality would extend the city limits to the north which worked right up to World 

War II when the population of Mumbai was 1.5 million people. Later on, ÂMumbai 
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was like a rubber band ready to snapÊ. With major offices located in the south, 

every single day, people traveled several kilometers south in the morning and back 

north in the evening. There has always been a steep gradient in land values as you 

move from south Mumbai to North Mumbai.  Most of the area was preoccupied by 

the upper and the middle class; the poor had no place to go thus they settled down 

on the pavements, squatter settlements and the overcrowded slums. Therefore, in 

1964, the municipality of Mumbai devised a draft for the growth over the next two 

decades and called for suggestions from the public. The draft had no new strategy 

and the only proposal was to increase the cityÊs boundary further north. Charles 

Correa along with Pravina Mehta and Shirish Patel came up with a better strategy 

and proposed to integrate Mumbai with the mainland to the east. The big idea was 

Fig. 2.6, Plan of Navi Mumbai Fig. 2.7, Plan of Navi Mumbai

Correa, 2000, pg. 118 Correa, 2000, pg. 118
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a new town where people worked and lived in close proximities to their work areas 

and restructure the metropolis of Mumbai. It was imagined that the government 

would set up a new urban center in Navi Mumbai which would demonstrate the 

progressive nature of Maharashtra, thus sharing the load and spirit of Mumbai and 

in turn saving the city of Mumbai. The proposal was approved and a structural plan 

for public transport was devised along with the plan for Navi Mumbai (Correa, 

2000) .

 It was imagined that the State Government would move to Navi Mumbai. And 

Fig. 2.8, Housing in Belapur

Fig. 2.9, Raj RewalÊs Housing Design
 in Navi Mumbai

Fig. 2.10,Artist Village, Navi Mumbai
Correa, 1989, pg. 58 http://anarchytect.blogspot.com, March 2012

http://anarchytect.blogspot.com, March 2012
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the relocation of offices would in turn help the people in a way that they would 

communicate along the east west axis instead of north south axis. It was expected 

that Navi Mumbai would be home to two million people and over time, there 

would be a distribution of population from the city of Mumbai to the new city thus 

balancing the density of the highly populated city of Mumbai. In order to achieve 

these connections, suitable connections were established through roads, bridges and 

water ways. The construction of Navi Mumbai began in 1971. City and Industrial 

development Corporation (CIDCO) was appointed as the planning authority for the 

new city. It was always thought of Mumbai and Navi Mumbai to be well integrated 

and supportive of each other. With the increased resource of land, several plans 

for low cost housing were devised. A density of 100 households per hectare was 

achieved in Belapur. This housing catered to a range of people from lowest income 

groups to upper middle class. But somehow these concepts never attained clarity 

and the state government never moved to Navi Mumbai. The idea of the new city 

thus became very ambiguous and the goals appeared very blur. Thus the Landscape 

of Navi Mumbai was seen as four storey RCC structures plodding relentlessly for 

several years. Although, it cannot be denied that the city of Navi Mumbai had just 

born and it was too early to establish a harsh criticism. And had the plans that were 

made initially materialized it would have been an idea far more advance in time.  

(Mehrotra, 1997) Today with over forty years of existence, Navi Mumbai has a 



                                  Urban Informalility 15

2.2 INFORMALITY

The concept of Informal economy was introduced by Keith Hart in 1971. It was in 

the favor of the people whose income was very low and their individual economic 

transactions would never rise to taxable limits. Through informal economy it was 

possible for them to be involved into main stream economic practices. The privileged 

within the poorer section find it very profitable as it keeps the labor costs low. But 

this gives scope for the municipalities to exploits the poor in terms of physical space 

for commercial gain. As the textile mills declined in Mumbai, the displaced workers 

became a part of the informal sector. Food stalls, vegetable vendors, cobblers, 

tourist souvenir merchants are all a part of the informal sector. (Srivastava, 2005) In 

population of 2.6 million people and is eagerly awaiting the proposed International 

Airport by 2014. 

With constant migration followed rapid urbanization and by 2005, the landscape 

of Mumbai changed from being a surface that could soak the monsoons to a surface 

that flooded when it received 37 inches of rain in a day and the city of Mumbai 

came to a standstill (Anuradha Mathur, 2009). Several people drowned and around 

150,000 people were stranded in the railway stations and with very little government 

help and no complain, people simply helped each other by forming human chains 

(Mehta, 2011). Thus a sight worthwhile re echoing the words ÂA terrific city but a 

terrible placeÊ (pg. 83, Correa, 1989)  was demonstrated.  
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the current scenario, 68% of the total employment in the city is through the informal 

sector (Habitat, 2002).

2.2.1 INFORMAL ECONOMY  

DABBAWALLAS

The dabbawallas in Mumbai are recognized as the six sigma folklore showcasing to 

the world their error free business model. The concept of dabbawallas has its origin 

from the 1880Ê since India was under the British rule. Many British people did not like 

the local food and thus created a service to have their boxes delivered to their work 

place (Jonathan Habib Engqvist, 2008.) Today, you can have your delivery ordered 

through a simple text message (Nayar, 2009). The dabbawalas in Mumbai deliver 

hundreds of thousands of lunch boxes every single day. The job of the dabbawalla is 

simple. They pick up the lunch box from the customers house or the mess and deliver 

it to his work place and take the empty box back to the residence or the mess. 

The dabbawallas travel as far as 70 km in a day to do their job. What makes this 

unique, is that the dabbawallas have a devised a system that is flawless. This service 

began in 1890 and there have hardly been any errors or misplacements till date. 

This profession is mainly reserved for men and the only qualification is that someone 

in their family (father, paternal uncle) should already be a part of this business. The 

dabbawalla is generally around 15 to 20 years old when he first starts his work. 

They are generally from a far off village either in Pune or some part in Maharashtra. 
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fig. 2.11  Reliable Food Delivery 
by Dabbawalas of Mumbai

They are either illiterate or have studied until 8th grade. The dabbawalla starts from 

his house at 8 in the morning to the customers house, picks the lunch box by 10, 

travels to the commercial space which might be as far as 35 to 40 km and reaches 

the destination by 11. 30. He then meets his co workers ( other dabbawallas) takes 

a break for an hour and comes back to his customers offices to collect all the boxes 

and travels back to the customers residence. And that completes the daily work cycle 

of a dabbawalla and he gets home by around 6 in the evening (Quien, 1997). The 

dabbawalla earns about $100 per month (Nayar, 2009).

 It is estimated that around 200,000 boxes are delivered around the city per day, 

involving approximately 4500 dabbawallas. In economic terms, the annual turnover 

amounts to roughly 50 million Rupees or about a US $ 1 million (Mehrotra, 2011). 

The dabbawallas take pride in what they have achieved today but then they do not 

Kamala,www.cookatease.com, March 2012
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9.30 a.m
lunch box is collected 
from the house

anshumanharsh.
wordpress.com, 
March 2012

10.00 a.m
Segregate and move to 
the right Station

Firoz Shakir,
www.flickr.com,
March 2012

10.30 a.m
Train Moves

http://wn.com/Mumbai_
Dabbawala,March 2012

11.30 a.m
Segregate and walk to office

www.indiamarks.
com, March2012

12.00 p.m
Lunch box 
recieved by 
the customer

www.
nbtvlive.com, 
March 2012

2.00 p.m
Empty Lunch box collected,
segregate boxes and back to 
station

www.zulmo-
hamed.com,
March 2012

2.30 p.m
Travel back 

http://stuartspiv-
ack.com, March 
2012

4.00 p.m
Towards the customers house

www.asone.org, 
March 2012 5.00 pm

Empty box delivered
http://funkydoodledonkey.
blogspot.com,
March 2012fig.2.12,the journery of the dabbawala
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            Firoz Shakir, www.flickr.com,March 2012
fig. 2.13, 6.00 pm
On the way back home!

want their progeny to be a part of this business. They want to see a better future for 

their kids. They believe that good education will give their kids a better life. Although 

the dabbawallas belong to the informal sector, they do have a certain degree of job 

security. They have established their own office where the dabbawallas meet twice 

a month to discuss conflicts if any. They also wear a certain dress that distinguishes 

them from the others. The dabbawallas explain that they have migrated to the city 

due to poverty of their lands. Many of them still own fields back home where they 
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grow rice and millet. The city is a work tool for the dabbawallas and all they expect 

from the city is a job. Once they retire they intend to go back to their village. Thus 

all their savings is invested in buying land and cattle back home. Although the 

dabbawallas are a part of the landscape of Mumbai, to the dabbawallas it is just a 

matter of survival and escaping from poverty (Quien, 1997). 

KABADIWALAS

Every household in India depends on their kabadiwalas to collect their old news 

papers, empty bottles, plastic containers, etc from their door step and the kabadiwalas 

pay a small pocket money for the effort made by the residents. The word kabadi 

stems from the word kabad which literally means junk. The kabadiwalas can thus 

be termed as dealers of junk. The kabadiwalas are an intrinsic part of the fabric 

of Mumbai (Nayar, 2009). The metropolis of Mumbai generates 7,000 to 10,000 

tonnes of garbage each day. A little more than half of the garbage is collected 

by the civic authorities and sent to the dumping grounds at Deonar (North East 

Mumbai) and Mulund. The Kabadiwalas or the rag pickers then collects all the 

recyclable articles from the dumping ground, sells it to a dealer who then sells it 

to different companies that recycles goods. The informal settlement of Dharavi in 

Mumbai has the largest recycling industry in India employing over 5,000 people. A 

turnover of $120,000 was generated in 1986 and today it might be several times 

more.  More than 3,000 sacks of plastic are sent from this area. The rag pickers 
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The metropolis of Mumbai generates 7,000 to 10,000 tonnes of garbage each 

day. A little more than half of the garbage is collected by the civic authorities and 

sent to the dumping grounds at Deonar (North East Mumbai) and Mulund. The 

Kabadiwalas or the rag pickers then collects all the recyclable articles from the 

dumping ground, sells it to a dealer who then sells it to different companies that 

recycles goods (Seshu, 2011).The informal settlement of Dharavi in Mumbai

has the largest recycling industry in India employing over 5,000 people. A turnover

www.thinkindia.net, March 2012fig.2.14, Junk yard in Mumbai
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blog.travelpod.com, January 2012

www.flicker.com, January 2012

The kabadiwala by Pawan Murali and Gayatri 
Hedge, www.flicker.com, January 2012

calamur, www.flicker.com, January 2012

fig.2.15, showing the process of day to day recycling
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earn around 50 Rs. ($1) for every 11 hours of work. Efforts are being made by 

several NGOÊs like Parisar Vikas to give a better recognition to the rag pickers and 

device a better system in order to benefit the rag pickers for their valuable work. 

ÂParisar Bhagini Vikas SanghÊ a registered NGO has 3500 women working under 

them across Mumbai and Pune who collect rag and make around 100 Rupees ( $2) 

per day (Seshu, 2011).

STREET MARKETS

 With a high pedestrian population in Mumbai, streets and sidewalks are the best 

places for vendors who cannot afford to rent or own a place to sell their goods. 

The poor immigrants from villages sell goods to the people of Mumbai on the foot 

paths of strategic locations in the city to make a living. Also the network of public 

transportation makes it possible for the passengers to come in contact with the 

vendors on a daily basis. Fashion Street, Khau Galli, Lamington Road, Colaba street, 

Linking Road, Santacruz station market, Goregaun bridge market are the various 

popular street markets in Mumbai. These markets provide both daily need items like 

food, clothes, etc. and specialty items like ornaments, shoes, and handbags. These 

markets are not just for the poor but for the entire city of Mumbai (Sharma, 2003).

The dabbawallas, Kabadiwalas, street vendors and the various street markets 

all define and contribute to the urban landscape of Mumbai. Thus the citizens of 

Mumbai knowingly or unknowingly base their lives on the informal sector and their 
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www. magicalmumbai.
com, January 2012

www. magicalmumbai.
com, January 2012

www. mumbaistopover.
com,January 2012fig 2.17, linking Road

fig. 2.18 Linking Road fig. 2.19 Khau Galli intrepid sailor, www.
flickr.com, January 2012

fig 2.16, fashion street

services. But who are these people that are involved in the informal sector? They 

are the people who have migrated from villages, mostly landless labors looking for 

a better life in the city of Mumbai. Although they lack skills that can get them a job 

in the formal sector, everybody knows that nobody goes to bed hungry in Mumbai.  

They create jobs for themselves and provide their services to the people of Mumbai. 

Thus they become a part of the informal sector. And what keeps the informal sector 

going is the cheap labor costs (Srivastava, 2005).           
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www. wikipedia.com, Febraury,2012fig 2.20 Accessories for sale in Colaba Shopping 
Market 

2.2.3 INFORMAL SETTLEMENTS

If you walk around Mumbai youÊll see everything from sex to religion being lived 

off the pavement. Suketu Mehta ( 2011) calls it a Âmaximum cityÊ maximum in its 

exigencies and maximum in its heart. With Mumbai being the fastest, biggest and 

the richest city in India, a city of hope is experiencing both a boom and a civic 

emergency. It is a place where the everyday life is an assault to the senses, from 

getting up in the morning to travelling to work. A person in Mumbai has to go 
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through congested spaces and crowded environments. The answer to the question 

why people move from their comfortable houses in villages to this overcrowded 

city of Mumbai is rather fascinating. ÂDiscomfort in this city is considered as an 

investment!Ê In this city, parents make adjustments for their kids, a brother works 

hard to support all the others and find great sense of satisfaction that his nephew is 

studying hard and will soon go to America. 

The municipal boundaries of the city kept expanding and Mumbai saw a spectacular 

growth rate. Between 1970 and 1990, as the population in Mumbai expanded 

from 4.5 million to 9 million, the number of squatters increased from 400, 000 to 

4.5 million. This huge squatter population consisted of the poor landless labors that 

came to the city looking for work. Housing was never their priority. They just wanted 

to stay as close to their work place as possible. Thus they slept on pavements or took 

shelter in any possible place (Correa, 89).

The immigrants who came to Mumbai looking for jobs and a livelihood created 

small shelters with available materials closest to their work place. Call it slums, illegal 

settlements or informal settlements; it was just a response to the lack of affordable 

housing. The people themselves called it ÂBastiÊ which means community. Be it in 

the toilet line, or the line to access a water tap, the empty patches of ground that 

transform from sports to celebrations or the market streets with little shops catering 

the several needs of the people, it is simply rich in community space and is crucial 
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to the Âspirit of MumbaiÊ. These are indeed the spaces which have saved Mumbai 

during the terror attacks or the natural calamities like the floods. Every house in the 

Basti is custome made. Each room has evolved over the decades and has met the 

ownerÊs needs. They are highly flexible spaces with a dynamic sense of color and 

character. As the number of migrants increased, density of these self made shelters 

increased tremendously. It developed into a low rise urban form of housing. Till 

date, it is mostly ground + one and sometimes up to four floors and the pattern 

of housing is generally off the grid in these settlements. They are incremental in 

nature. People from different parts of the country came together in these settlements, 

thus demonstrate a great variety in the housing structures. Recycled Materials are 

generally used for construction and have a very low impact on the environment. 

There is a great diversity in religion, language and the profession. People from the 

same village generally live close to each other and practice the same profession and 

form their neighborhood which is rich in social networks. Thus there is a great sense 

of organization in these settlements. These neighborhoods are mostly mixed use. 

They are the best examples of live and work environments. These communities are 

compact in nature and they demonstrate their skill in doing more with less(Mehta, 

2011).

 These settlements are self built and there is always a scope for growth and 

development. Although these neighborhoods are rich in social spaces, it cannot be 
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ignored that a lot of these settlements lack basic amenities like water and sanitation. 

People living in the slums are generally low income groups and demonstrate both 

hope and despair. The city of Mumbai responded to this situation by creating housing 

at the edge of the city which was far away from their jobs. Thus the migrants moved 

back to the pavements living as close to their jobs as possible. Before devising a 

solution two factors need to be considered, the first is that the migration from villages 

is due to lack of jobs and second when people migrate to cities they want to live 

as close to their work place as possible. Therefore, we need to create better job 

opportunities in villages in order to control migration to cities and then while creating 

housing, it should be considered that the land is serviced by public transport and 

work opportunities (Correa, 1989).

fig.2.21, Squatters occupying 
the footpath

kunal bhatia, www.mindlessmumbai.blogsport.com, 
Nov. 2012
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2.4 TRANSPORTATION IN MUMBAI

There was never a plan for Mumbai. The DNA of Mumbai is the railways (Correa, 

2011). The British wanted to crisscross the subcontinent with railways and built the 

Victoria Terminus in the heart of the city (BBC, 2009). This is the only city where 

more people use public transport as compared to anywhere in the world. Every 

morning several trains carry millions of people southwards to their work places and 

in the evening back to their houses in North Mumbai. 6.5 million People travel up 

and down every single day from the suburbs to the city and back. Only 4.7% of 

commuters use private motorized transport, while around 90% either walk or use 

buses and trains. World bank studies show that as many as 56.3% of non commuters 

walk or cycle to work; an appropriately high number given that more than half the 

population lives in slums. This compares to a total of 81% of public transport users 

in Tokyo (Mehta, 2009).

 This is a city for everybody, the young, the old, for school children and the retired. 

And the reason is it is mobile. Where the railways stop, the bus begins, and where 

the bus stops, there are autos and taxis. People also walk and bike just as much in 

this city. Referring back to Charles CorreaÊs words, ÂA great city but a terrible placeÊ 

and any intervention in the cityÊs urbanscape should increase its absorptive capacity 

(Correa, 2011).



                          Urban Informality 30

2.3 HOUSING

In Mumbai, you can find a job and also a family but if you are looking for a house 

then you are asking for too much. The real estate prices in Mumbai have been 

astronomical. Mumbai has a lot to offer but it cannot be forgotten that it is limited by 

geography. Living in South Mumbai is indeed a dream for most Mumbaikars. The 

farther north you go, housing is more affordable naturally affecting the commuting 

time to the city. 

Mumbai emerged as the textile industry in the 19th century and thus the labor 

nikhilesh haval, www. worldofstock.com, January, 2012fig. 2.22, Chawls in Mumbai
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intensive industry brought in several immigrants from Maharashtra to work in the 

textile mills. A basic pattern of housing was developed to accommodate the mill 

workers. This module was called ÂChawlÊ and is an example of formal housing in 

Mumbai. It consisted of 1 to 5 storeys of 10ÊX10Ê dwellings placed together in a row 

and flanked with a covered hallway and shared toilets. These dwellings generally 

had one or two rooms. 6 to 8 units shared one toilet. Chawls are generally linear 

in form while other forms are also common. Although compact, chawls are very 

functional in nature. There is provision for washing and drying in the hallways. And 

fig. 2.23 - fig2.25 Rupali,http://aprovisionalpractice.blogspot.com, 2010

fig.2.23 Plan of Chawls fig. 2.24 View

fig. 2.25 Elevation
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in case of two room dwellings, the front room is used as living space and the second 

room is used for cooking. The hallway is used as an extended living area and this 

space is also used for sleeping at night. In case of the chawls facing the road, the 

lower floor is used as the commercial zone and the upper floor as the living quarters. 

The courtyards and alley ways around the chawls are used as playgrounds for 

children and places where community festivals are celebrated. These neighborhoods 

of chawls are found all over the city of Mumbai. Chawls accommodate 20% of 

MumbaiÊs population and a major part of affordable housing. People living in 

chawls are generally lower middle class and they can afford a decent education 

and see big dreams for their children. Although the chawls are highly functional 

spaces, these neighborhoods are also a target for redevelopment  (Chalana, 2010).

fig. 2.26 Muncipal Limits of Mumbai fig. 2.27 Real Estate in Mumbai
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2.4 OPEN SPACE/ PUBLIC SPACE

ÂUrban poverty is the worst form of poverty.Ê (Correa,1989. p. 32) In villages 

of India, people are poor but they are not miserable. They still have space to 

cook, wash, meet and talk. Children always have a place to play in the village. 

Needless to say that there is no comparison between our villages and the cities 

(Correa, 1989). What this suggests in the concept of territory and a defined 

hierarchy of space which has evolved in the traditional living and has not been 

absorbed in the urban design of our cities. On similar lines, it was observed in 

Singapore that although the housing board was successful in building houses 

to satisfy the needs of the people statistically it was being blamed for lacking a 

sense of community. Comparing the lives of the people in the high density housing 

in Singapore to those in the traditional Kampong villages in Malaysia revealed 

some important facts that led to a sense of community and were missed out by the 

planners and urban designers. The existence of outdoor communal space was very 

natural in the traditional villages of Kampong which had been very conveniently 

missed out in the high density housing projects. The traditional structures were 

very permeable with deep over hangs; open verandas for cross ventilation and 

the fences and balconies in any always looked onto a communal space. It is 

interesting to note that in the hot tropical climate of South East Asia, there is 

technically no need for separating the indoors from the outdoors. The life of the 
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people in the village of Kampong revolved around communal spaces. Thus, urban 

living cannot just be a room with four walls but there is more to it (Lawson, 2010). 

In the well established neighborhoods of India a certain hierarchy of space has 

evolved over the decades. The house forms the first space for private use where the 

family cooks, sleep and store. The second is the door step where the elders sit and 

chat with their neighbors and watch their kids play. The third space is the village 

well or the city tap where the community comes together. And finally the maidan or 

the playground is the place where the entire city meets to watch their kids become 

sportsmen or celebrate festivals or even celebrate weddings. It is not the size of the 

house or the high density of cities that cause the most damage but the ignorance 

of this pattern of spaces that creates the suffocation (Correa, 1989). This validates 

the point that problems have less to do with density and numbers and more with 

spatial geometry and mainly with the notion and hierarchy of the private, semi 

public and the public (Lawson, 2010).

Mumbai has tropical weather. MumbaiÊs weather is characterized by heavy rains 

and hot and humid summers. 70% of the days in Mumbai are sunny and the 

remaining 30% are rainy days. In Mumbai, most activities can happen outdoors. 

With small houses and compact living conditions, people are comfortable cooking, 

washing clothes, playing and entertaining friends outdoors. During summers, 

children and men do sleep on the roofs under the open sky. Thus 75% of the day 
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to day activities can happen outdoors. With the weather being favorable to be 

outdoors 70% of the time and the possibility of 75% activities to happen outdoors 

suggests an interesting usability co-efficient of 0.5. Thus smaller housing units can 

be compensated with larger outdoor spaces (Correa, 1989). In fact, the indoors 

and the outdoors need not be seen as two separate entities. The studies that were 

carried out it London show that people thought that they lived in high density areas 

only when their houses were congested. But if the houses were comfortable, then 

they did not see the density to be a problem. This can prove to be an interesting 

pattern for high density neighborhoods in Mumbai. It is important to understand 

the hierarchy of spaces and the usability co-efficient and the trade  offs before 

designing viable housing. Otherwise there is a danger of formulating wrong 

Fig. 2.27, Hierarchy of Spaces Photos by author,2011

diagram copied from Correa, 1989,pg. 33



                          Urban Informality 36

questions. Misunderstanding these concepts and principals is the root cause of 

perceiving housing as a simple issue of piling up as many houses as possible on 

a given site thus creating uneconomical, unlivable and unethical spaces (Lawson, 

2010). In Mumbai it has to be understood that like cement and concrete, space 

itself is a resource.  It holds true that higher the density, the more challenging the 

job gets to design our cities in such a way that they are the most desired spaces 

to live in. While using courtyards, the size of the buildings has to be considered. 

For a one floor building, courtyard can be used for sleeping, for two floors it can 

be used for cooking, for five floors, itÊs only for children to play and for ten floors 

itÊs only a parking lot (Correa, 1989). The conventional ratios of spaces which 

state the number of square meters for so many people are now crude and not very 

useful. There is a need for disaggregating these numbers both qualitatively and 

quantitatively (Lawson, 2010). For Indian Urban conditions, with 25 sq meters 

of area for housing there is a need for 30 sq meters of community space. Thus 

housing on ground floor alone can accommodate 125 families per hectare, while 

5 storey apartments can accommodate 250 families per hectare and 20 storey 

apartments can accommodate 500 families per hectare. Thus while the number of 

floors increase 20 fold the number of houses only increase 4 fold (Correa, 1989). 

Thus it has to be understood that high rise cannot be assumed to be high density 

and high density not necessarily high rise (Lawson, 2010). ÂA cityÊs streets, parks, 
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kunal bhatia, 
www.mindlessmumbai.
blogspot.com
November 2011

www.everyday mini-
malis.com,
October 2011

www.espncricinfo.com,
October 2011

Photo by 
Author,2011

Fig. 2.29, People 
washing clothes outdoors

Fig. 2.30, People 
sleeping on the roof

Fig. 2.31, Drying 
clothes on the roof

Fig. 2.28, People 
cooking outdoors

squares, and other shared spaces have been seen as symbols of collective well 

being and possibility, expressions of achievement and aspiration by urban leaders 

and visionaries, sites of public encounters and the formation of civic culture and 

significant locationsÊ ((Amin, 2010. p. 22).  Needless to say Mumbai is unique 

in a sense that it possesses only 0.03 acres of open space for every thousand 

people instead of 4 acres per thousand people which comes to a single square 
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meter per person. These ratios of green space and road infrastructure are very low 

compared to any city across the globe.  ÂThe fact that Mumbai hasnÊt imploded 

is a testament to the innate humanity of MumbaiÊ (Monte, 2011.p.98). Studies 

have shown that in hospitals, patients respond to medication better when they 

are exposed to sounds and sights of landscape, students in dormitories perform 

better when their windows look onto natural settings thus proving that open spaces 

having a high degree of natural component are highly valuable to the urban 

landscape. And as the density increases, the need for these spaces becomes vital. 

But merely increasing the green spaces or maidans does not solve the problem. 

Studies have indicated that the arrangement of spaces is far more critical than 

the simple ratios like number of houses per hectare or area of open spaces per 

1000 people. (Lawson, 2010) Play grounds/ Maidans are mainly used by specific 

age groups. Kids who play sports best define the use of play grounds. It does not 

work for people of all age groups. The sidewalks along the seafront work best for 

Mumbai.  The Promenades in Mumbai are the best spaces where the entire city 

can let go. There is a need for more of these spaces which is the heart of social 

space in Mumbai (Correa, 1989). These coherent open spaces rich in natural 

features work best when they are within a 10  15 minute walking distance 

(Lawson, 2010).
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kunal bhatia, mindlessmumbai.blogsport.com, Nov. 2012

kunal bhatia, mindlessmumbai.blogsport.com, Nov. 2012

Fig. 2.32, Grounds in Mumbai

Fig. 2.33, Marine Drive, Mumbai
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2.CONCLUSION

Mumbai is a cosmopolitan city. It has a very rich and diverse urban landscape. 

With more and more people entering the city, Mumbai is only getting more 

crowded every single day. The density of Mumbai is out of control and the 

geography is limited. But what makes this place so desired? Why do people want 

to live here? It is a city which is rich in social spaces. Be it a vegetable market, 

where the women meet, a shed where men buy tobacco or the local trains which 

carries over 6 million people every single day from home to work and back, it is 

simply rich. People talk and discuss, and create and innovate. A woman who sells 

inexpensive accessories in local trains aims high for her children. The little boy 

down the street who polishes boot for a living knows for himself that one day he 

will own a company and drive the Benz. This is the city where the poorest of the 

poor rub shoulders with the richest people of the world. This is the city of disguise, 

work, politics and life all set together as the different layers in a cake with hope as 

the cherry. 

Mumbai once an island city is today the richest, largest and the fastest city of 

India. Mumbai is a city where dreams come true! Although true, it cannot be 

ignored that it is limited by geography. Mumbai has a very high density of housing 

and the urban population is only going to increase. And with rapid globalization, 
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plans like Âvision MumbaiÊ as Charles Correa calls them very little vision and 

more hallucinations are being made. It is important to recognize the existing 

vernacular patterns of the urban landscape of Mumbai. It is not about making a 

sudden change in the way the city has been functioning over the decades but to 

recognize that Mumbai is the city of the working class, a city of hope and a city of 

Âgreat adjustmentÊ ( Mehrotra, 2011). 60% of MumbaiÊs population today lives in 

self made houses. Creating high rise apartments and providing housing is not the 

solution. It is not a housing problem. It is about people who have migrated from 

villages to the city with a dream for a better life which implies that the problems of 

the villages of India need to be solved first in order to bring a change in the city 

itself. This also means that India which is primarily an agricultural country should 

make sure that its farmers are happy and the national policies are in their favor. 

Thus a vision for Mumbai needs to be comprehensive and inclusive of the national 

and international factors constantly influencing the city of Mumbai. And finally 

It is utmost important to understand the symbiotic relationship between the rich 

and the poor and consider how to develop more „Just City‰ where not only the 

rich benefit from the services and quality infrastructure but also the poor benefits 

equally resulting in a more flexible social structure. The several tasks like cleaning, 

washing, etc. in a privileged house are performed by the poor. If the poor had 

to pay regular rents for their house, the rich would never be able to afford their 
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services. Mumbai needs to make the right choices and realize that the city needs 

more open spaces for all age groups and inclusive urban landscape patterns as 

opposed to malls with parking lots and uninspiring vertical construction. 



3. Site Analysis

3.1 HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Dharavi was not always an informal settlement. Long before Mumbai came into 

being; it was one of the 6 fishing villages that perched on a series of islands projecting 

into the Arabian Sea. Dharavi was unique as it fronted the creek instead of the sea. 

It was the only maritime community in the city where a boat was not required for 

fishing. One could simply wade into the crystalline water and net as many fish 

as required. Kolis, the local fisher men fished in the creek for centuries. But as 

Mumbai developed, the gaps between the islands disappeared. It became a ground 

for the contractors to throw debris. Waste from industries and household mainly 

formed filling materials. Thus the ecosystem of the creek was totally disturbed, the 

biotope changed, mangroves began to grow and Dharavi became marsh lands and 

remained as a dark spot on the cityÊs maps (Neuwirth, 2005).  It was in the outskirts 

of Mumbai. But as Mumbai grew, Dharavi was found to be in the center of the city. 
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It also shares its location with the Bandra Kurla Complex (BKC) - a counter magnet of 

the Central Business Department in South Mumbai and the international airport, 15 

minutes away from Dharavi.  Dharavi has a come a long way from the small fishing 

village of 18th century to the land of high returns.  Dharavi has been developed by 

the urban poor and the immigrants from the different parts of the country. Till today, 

Dharavi is the arriving place for new comers. Cheap housing and a magnet for 

small businesses is the unique feature of Dharavi. (Jonathan Habib Engqvist, 2008)

Fig. 3.1, Location of Dharavi 

Sion 
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3.2 METHODOLOGY OF RESEARCH FOR SITE ANALYSIS:

Dharavi is comprised of more than 80 nagars (neighborhoods). I had access to maps 

that were produced by KRIVA and SPARC which indicated the nagar boundaries 

and the existing roads in Dharavi. These maps were very close to being accurate, 

although it does not represent the houses and other buildings and the spaces are 

left blank. The other maps available were the nagar palika survey maps which were 

from the survey that was conducted in 1995. Thus there are a lot of discrepancies 

due to the several changes that have occurred in the past 17 years. Sham, a resident 

of Dharavi walked me through the several lanes and various houses, shops and 

other buildings which gave me an in depth understanding of the well established 

neighborhood of Dharavi. I took notes and made sketches of houses, streets and 

the urban landscapes of Dharavi. The residents of Dharavi allowed me to walk 

through their houses and tape measure them. Children in Dharavi were very 

informative and looking at Dharavi through their framework was unique. I was also 

involved with the programming of the User generated shelter that has been created 

for the development of children. It allowed me to interview many volunteers like 

Ramachandra Korde and Paul of Dharavi who have been working towards a better 

life for the residents of Dharavi. Maps, sketches, measure drawings, photographs 

and interviews and sources from other authors and researchers are the tools of 

documenting and understanding the neighborhood of Dharavi. 
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3.2.1 ENTRANCE

Be it Asia, Latin America or North Africa, there is always a boundry in the form 

of a road, railway, a natural feature or any other barrier between the formal and 

the informal thus emphasising on the concept of the fortified city. (Jonathan Habib 

Engqvist, 2008) The central and the western railways border Dharavi on two sides 

and the Mithi river demarcates it on the north.The footbridge marks the entrance of 

Dharavi from Sion side ( formal part). And the minute you are on the bridge, you will 

witness a variety of activities within a 10 minute walking distance. Retail, temples, 

schools, work places, mosques, houses all placed in close proximity to each other 

form the urban pattern of Dharavi. It is a landscape of multifunctional surfaces.There 

is no place for air conditioned malls and parking lots in Dharavi. It is a place that 

literally does more with less. Is this the glimse of the future with no cars? It is a place 

where every object has a second life which is as important as the first life. 

Fig. 3.2, Plan of Dharavi showing the entrance from Sion side
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Edward Birnbaum, www.flickr.com/urbzoo, 2011

Monika Rudenska, www.flickr.com/urbzoo, Feb 2011

Monika Rudenska, www.flickr.com/urbzoo, Feb 2011

Monika Rudenska, www.flickr.com/urbzoo, Feb 2011

Fig. 3.3, Entrance of Dharavi

Photo by Author,2011
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3.2.2 URBAN MORPHOLOGY OF DHARAVI

A flat swampy landscape of the 1800Ês is today a compact neighborhood 

of 6 million people living on 500 acres of land. It has buidlings serving both 

living areas and work places. Here work and recreation all take place together 

at different times or simultaneously at different levels. The street level forms 

the production house and the second level forms the living quarters. It is a 

Fig. 3.4, Physical Morphology of Dharavi
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neighborhood which has limited traffic and is extremely pederstrianised, has 

narrow alley ways and a few main roads and fewer larger roads. With a variety 

of activities happening all at a time, the atmosphere of Dharavi is ever changing 

and constantly growing into a more dynamic and exciting urban landscape. 

3.2.3 MITHI RIVER:

Mithi River is an important channel to discharge storm water in the city of Mumbai. 

Mithi River originates in Powai and travels around the airstrip in Santacruz, into thickly 

populated and industrialized areas, the old airport road; the Bandra Kurla Complex 

and enters Dharavi and finally drains into the Arabian Sea. Mumbai receives an 

average rainfall of 2500mm out of which 70% is during July and August. Mumbai 

is edged by the Arabian Sea on the west and is intercepted by several creeks and 

rivers. Mumbai has always had a separate storm water system and sewerage system 

to dispose storm water and sewage. The storm water drainage system consists of 

a hierarchical network of roadside surface drains that discharge all the rain water 

into the rivers and into the Arabian Sea. During heavy rains and floods, the storm 

water pipes and sewage pipes get interconnected and sometimes the storm water 

gets discharged from the sewage pipes which further complicate the situation. Out 

of 186 outfalls, 107 outfalls drain directly into Arabian Sea while 14 of them drain 

into Mithi River.  Most of the flooding in the mithi river is due to the inappropriate 
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levels of manmade outfalls, poor placement of drains, lack of ponds holding rain 

water, increased runoff coefficients due to paved open spaces, enhanced silting, 

choking of drains due to sewage and garbage dumping, obstruction due to crossing 

utility lines and poor structural conditions. During the floods of 2005, Mithi River 

was blocked by plastic waste and sewage and was thus unable to discharge the 

flood waters into the sea. (Settlements, 2006) (Ravi Ranade, 2006)

DHARAVI

Fig. 3.5, Plan of Mumbai showing Mithi River              (Settlements, 2006,pg. 20)
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Dharavi which was once a fishing island slowly transformed into a marsh land, thus 

it naturally possesses an ecosystem that absorbs water but in 2005, there was severe 

flooding and the flooding map of Dharavi points out the two major points. A careful 

study of the morphology of Dharavi indicates that as long as the road patterns are 

organic in nature, it allows the natural flow of water but once the organic pattern 

is obstructed through a rigid grid, there is flooding. The second point of flooding 

is where the housing towers begin to rise thus resulting in a landscape with paved 

surfaces and poor structural conditions. There is a need for creating an environment 

where water does not flow directly into the river but flows from terrace to terrace and 

             Dharavi : Documenting Informalities, pg. 120Fig. 3.6, Flood Map for Dharavi              
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Fig 3.7, Points of Flooding and existing Landscape of Dharavi

Fig. 3.8, Mithi River in Dharavi

undergoes a cleansing and healing treatment before it enters the river thus creating 

an effort to restore the natural ecology of the river.

Francesco Galli,URBZ September 2011
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Fig. 3.9, Housing Modules in Dharavi

                                             3.2.4 HOUSING

The fabric of Dharavi is mainly low rise and the houses range from one to two 

storey in height or sometimes as high as G + 4. Most of the structures are 14Ê in 

height. Every house is a tool house. Every room in the house has multiple uses. 

The front room is a work space in the morning and gets converted into a living 

space in the evening. The loft is rented out for extra income. The lower floor 

becomes a shop and the upper story is used as a living space. There are multiple 

uses and functions of space in these houses. Even if they were initially made with 

recycled material, as the owners get rich they build to the existing. And today most 

residents spend around $ 10,000 to build their house and do not hesitate to use 

modern materials like concrete and glass. Although the footprint is approximately 

250 sq.ft, the houses have access to courtyards or streets and alleyways forming 

corridors of interaction with neighbors. At the same time, it cannot be denied that 

there are houses which are situated at critical points such as close to the electric 

Day 2010, pg. 65
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www.urbz.org, 
Nov. 2011

Fig. 3.10, Slum Rehabilitation Buildings in Dharavi

Francesco Galli, 
URBZ,September 2011

Francesco Galli, URBZ, 
September 2011

Francesco Galli, URBZ, 
September 2011

Francesco Galli, URBZ, 
September 2011

Francesco Galli, URBZ, 
September 2011



                                  Urban Informalility 55

grid or sometimes are built within the framework of the electric tower itself. These 

settlements lack conventional infrastructure like uninterrupted water system for 

every house and a good sewage disposal system. But before criticizing the lack of 

this infrastructure, a deeper look of how they have created their own infrastructure 

is very impressive. When this 250 sq. ft house gets converted into an apartment 

in the Slum rehabilitation building, there are several loop holes and gaps that go 

unnoticed by the contractors and developers. The color and the variety of materials 

are lost to the monochromatic building with blank facades. The alley ways lined 

up with windows on two sides get converted into service ducts for pipes and 

connections. The courtyards and pedestrian paths are transformed parking lots 

therefore proving to be a wrong approach. Also the 250 sq ft. apartment does 

not have a space to work or a loft that can be let out. It breaks the system in which 

the house in the informal settlement functions.  family. The typical house will have 

a single room, a toilet with running water, and a kitchen alcove. Also this policy 

does nothing for the tenants who are generally the poorest squatters and will be 

simply evicted if the community choses to be a part of the Slum rehabilitation 

authority plans. Although, a typical house in the informal settlements has an 

approximate area of 250 sq ft, providing a dwelling unit of the same size in a 

high rise apartment cannot be considered equivalent. A house in the informal 

settlement is custom made. It is tool house with live and work opportunities. Even 
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in the smallest house, one portion is let out for extra income. All these factors 

are neglected while replacing the basti (informal settlement neighborhood) into 

a high rise apartment block. When the Slum Rehabilitation Authority building is 

constructed, several houses for resale are built on the same land simultaneously. A 

huge amount of profit is made in this process. Thus Slum Rehabilitation Authority       

( SRA) are in the interest of the builders and contractors and not for the betterment 

of the people of Dharavi.

Fig. 3.11, Map showing slum Rehabilitation Buildings 
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3.2.5 OPEN SPACES

When public spaces are successful ⁄they will increase opportunities to participate 

in communal activity. This fellowship in open nurtures the growth of public life, which 

is stunted by the social isolation of the ghettos and suburbs. In the parks, plazas, 

markets, waterfronts, and natural areas of our cities, people from different cultural 

groups can come together in a supportive context of mutual enjoyment. As these 

experiences are repeated, public spaces become vessels to carry positive communal 

meanings (Carr et al., 1993. 344). With the open space ratio as low as 0.2 sq 

Fig. 3.12, Map showing existing Open Spaces 
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www.dharavi.com,August, 2011

Francesco Galli, URBZ, September 2011

Francesco Galli, URBZ, September 2011

Fig. 3.13, Open Sapces in Dharavi

Photo by Author, 2011

Photo by Author,2011

Photo by Author, 2011

Photo by Author,2011

Photo by Author, 2011

Photo by Author, 2011

Photo by Author, 2011

Photo by Author, 2011
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Fig.3.14 Courtyard Sketch

meters per person (as compared to 12 sq m as standard) it is understood how 

compact Dharavi is. Space is a very highly rated resource in the neighborhood of 

Dharavi. Courtyards, play grounds, roof tops are the open spaces in Dharavi. 

An awkward junction between houses became the courtyard and the houses around 

that space stuck a pole and called it their own. Thus courtyards became communal 

in nature and are generally shared by 10 to 12 houses. They are places for play, 

celebrating community festivals and hosting family functions. These spaces bring the 

neighbors together and helps integrate and create healthy networking within the 

neighborhood.

Today Dharavi has 5 open grounds which are allotted for recreation. These grounds 

transform from time to time as cricket grounds, venues for wedding and receptions, 

community celebrations and places of trade thus creating Âtemporal kinetic spacesÊ. 
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Fig. 3.15 , Friends on the Roof Top

These grounds are great spaces but are not planned or spaced evenly. They are 

random and sometimes get defined by the people who stay close to it. These grounds 

can accommodate a lot of people and brings the entire city of Dharavi together 

during celebrations and festivals.

Although the roofs have a slope gradient to keep the water away and not physically 

accessible to women, it is a place for men and young boys to get away from the 

compact neighborhood of Dharavi. Roof tops are informal spaces where friends sit, 

have a casual chat, dream and imagine their dreams come true. After all as Charles 

Correa (2011) suggests, „Dreams are the stuff that cities are made of‰. 

photo project by Daniela et. al, 
Boscowww.urbzoo.org,2010
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3.2.6 EDUCATION

Ramachandra Korde, well known as Bhau is a very active volunteer in Dharavi. 

To him, education alone can bring a change in the neighborhood of Dharavi. To 

this date, Dharavi has nine schools and one college. In spite of the government 

run schools within the neighborhood, every morning several kids cross the foot 

bridge and go to the school that is in the formal part of the city. The notion behind 

this is that better education is imparted in the formal city and the schools within 

the neighborhood are neglected due to the image of the neighborhood. During 

Fig. 3.16, Map showing existing Institutions 
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a conversation, Bhau mentioned how teachers are indifferent to the students and 

lack motivation to inspire the kids of Dharavi to learn and grow. He criticized me 

for being an architect and said „We donÊt need any great design, all we need 

is better education for our children‰ But this does not keep the volunteers and the 

parents idle. The only wish of the people of Dharavi is a better future for their 

children and they are aware that education alone can bring this change. Thus the 

parents along with volunteers are making sure to fight for their right to education. 

Efforts are being made to keep the school building clean and it is made sure that 

classes are being taught. Several community programs are being organized to 

educate the kids and the community, that they alone can bring the change. Apart 

from the government employed teachers, the volunteer group ÂTeach for IndiaÊ 

comes to Dharavi every single day to give classes on English, Math and Science. 

The user generated shelter is one such effort. The user generated shelter is a place 

for the kids to learn, innovate and create. People from all over the city come 

to organize different workshops for kids. There is a plan to implement different 

technologies like green roofs and rain water harvesting in order to educate the 

children of Dharavi about their own environment. And as I questioned about the 

heaps of unattended garbage in Dharavi, a wise resident answered „Educate 

the students about hygiene and cleanliness and this neighborhood will see an 

immediate change‰
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Fig. 3.17, School in Dharavi

Fig. 3.18, Children at School

Francesco Galli, URBZ,
September 2011

Francesco Galli, URBZ, 
September 2011
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3.2.7 COMMERCE IN DHARAVI

Dharavi is distinguished by the factor of production. 80% of the population in Dharavi 

is self employed which is reverse situation in comparison to most informal settlements 

across the globe. With its beginnings as a fishing village, Dharavi is today an 

industrial hub and a center for production. In 2004, it was estimated that there 

are at least 10,000 small scale house industries that cater to the larger whole sale 

dealers in Dharavi. (Neuwirth, 2005) It is estimated that Dharavi is home to 5,000 

small printing press. There are at least 1000 business dealers in clothing industry 

with more than 50 sewing machines and more than 3000 people in clothing industry 

with less than 50 sewing machines. Although it is never possible to get an accurate 

number of industries as none of these business have a legal standing. The total 

turnover in 2005 was expected to be around $ 1 million per day. (Jonathan Habib 

Engqvist, 2008)Mumbai is based on industries and production and this is reflected 

in Dharavi. Everything is produced in Dharavi. Leather, food, pottery, textile are 

the major production industries of Dharavi with abundant skill and craftsmanship in 

jewelry, bakery and printing. The recycling industry employs the largest number of 

people in Dharavi; it has an enormous turn over and also has its end destination as 

export. As Dharavi is an informal settlement, most of the industries and production 

centers are informal. The existence of these industries is never questioned but it is 

the poor that always suffers. They are deprived of benefits and live off very low 
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wages. This is the drawback and in spite of hard work the result is poverty. But this 

cannot lower the spirit of Dharavi and it is a proof of tremendous hope and will of 

the humankind. Every person in Dharavi hopes for a better future, not by leaving the 

place but through hard work, strength, ability and creativity. 

Fig. 3.19, Location of Commercial Streets in Dharavi

M. G. Road

90Ê Road
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Fig. 3.20, Retail in Dharavi
Photo by author, 2011

Monika Rudenska, www.flickr.com/urbzoo, Feb 2011

Monika Rudenska, www.flickr.com/urbzoo, Feb 2011

Monika Rudenska, www.flickr.com/urbzoo, Feb 2011
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3.2.8 INFRASTRUCTURE

This complex water system has been built incrementally by local plumbers and 

residents of Dharavi. Not every house in Dharavi has direct access to fresh water. 

But most have pipes hanging outside. The longer the roll of pipe, the further is the 

fresh water tap from the house. Along the lanes, we also observed open drains 

that simultaneously carry sewage and storm water. These sewage drains are 

sometimes contaminated by pollutants from small industries and are typically filled 

Fig. 3.21, Water infrastructure in Dharavi Photos by author, 2011



                          Urban Informality 68

up by insoluble things like plastic articles. It takes five houses to come together to 

get a connection for water from the BMC. Each house ends up shelling around 

3500 Rupees for this kind of shared connection. When a legal water connection is 

established, BMC workers make sure that openings for few additional connections 

are made but not given to anyone. If one needs access to these spare connections, 

which are not officially accounted for by the BMC, they have to bribe BMC officers.  

Such connections typically cost 5000 Rupees each. The water is released by BMC 

Fig. 3.22, Water infrastructure in Dharavi Photo by author, 2011
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in the mornings for approximately 2 hours at varying times in different areas. The 

pressure of water depends upon the proximity of the house to the main water pipe. 

When several small pipes are connected to one big pipe, the person staying closest 

to the big pipe receives water at a high pressure. Also in this process, a lot of water 

gets wasted and every morning all the lanes and paths are wet and water is seen 

flowing through them. Thus Dharavi has to deal with storm water not just during the 

rainy season but on a daily basis. This uncertainty is a great stress factor for the 

residents. At times no water is released. And in such instances, either the resident 

takes help from the neighbors or has to buy water from stores or the tankers thus 

incurring an extra expense. The fresh water pipes bring in murky water initially so 

the residents need to let it go and wait for clean water in order to store it for cleaning 

and drinking purposes. Most residents filter the water using a fine fabric and boil 

the water for drinking purpose.For some residents boiling water is an extra expense 

that they cannot afford.
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3.2.9 MATERIALS

Fig. 52, demonstrates the several materials available for construction in Dharavi. 

The process of building a house in Dharavi is exactly opposite to that in the formal 

part of the city. In Dharavi, a person builds with whatever he has. Few bricks, 

recycled window panels, some tarp for a temporary roof and a little skill to hold 

these materials together. Then he works in his house or outside, makes money and 

gradually adds to the existing. One thing that his house is constantly telling is that 

Fig. 3.23, Map of Dharavi 
showing materials in Dharavi

I am not going to be poor forever, money will come and I will grow. Everything 

is incremental and ever changing in Dharavi. There is constant innovation and 

change that make this place dynamic. Glass, plastic, leather, pottery, wood, 

upholstery, paper are some of the several materials that get manufactured in 

Dharavi. The materials are not always end products; they are sometimes raw 

photo project by Daniel Woods, 
Serena Alcamo, Valeria Federighi,
www.flicker.com/urbzoo, October 
2010
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photo project by Daniel Woods, 
Serena Alcamo, Valeria Federighi,
www.flicker.com/urbzoo, October 
2010

Fig. 3.24, Materials in Dharavi
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materials that are shipped to another place for further processing and assembling. 

Although every house begins with recycled materials, they soon grow into a house 

with the most contemporary materials. Thus Dharavi abounds in retailers selling 

construction materials like cement, iron, steel, roofing structures, paints and so 

on. The recycling industry in Dharavi is big and it also caters to the international 

market. Some goods like plastic tags, wheels for suitcases and paper products 

get exported to European stores and other places across the globe. Apart from 

these, Dharavi also produces hi tech materials like the surgical wire from the goat 

intestine. And all these manufacturing and recycling happens either at home or 

small workshops nearby. Thus Dharavi in a true sense is a place that is doing so 

much with so little. 
3.3 CONCLUSION

Dharavi is unique in a way that it was a fishing village even before the city of 

Mumbai existed and as time passed by; fishing the main occupation of the people 

of Dharavi was endangered as the side effect of urbanization. It then turned into 

a marsh land that was bordered by the railway lines on two sides. And as famine 

and other natural calamities struck the country, people from all over India migrated 

to this place which had absolutely nothing to offer other than an empty ground. 

They came and built not only a place to stay but a system from which they earned 

their livelihood. They manufactured goods, recycled materials and produced food 
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items which are now famous throughout the country and across the globe. This 

place is simply diverse, rich, dynamic and ever changing. It is a highly dense 

neighborhood with very little space for roads and cars. It is highly pedestrian 

community setting an example for most urban centers in the world. Dharavi is 

probably giving us the glimpse of the cities of tomorrow. It is a self sustained 

neighborhood, in a way that 80% of the people are self employed and they have 

created live and work environments, it is compact in a way that 500 acres of 

land is home to 600,000 people and highly diverse in religion and profession. It 

is a car free city and everything gets recycled and the life cycle of almost every 

object here is indeed cradle to cradle. It is a place that is multifunctional at all 

times where work and recreation are all happening together and the concept of 

the inside and outside is totally nonexistent. What it lacks is the infrastructure and 

systems that can support these densities and the fast forward life of the people. In 

fact these are important questions that need to be answered keeping in mind the 

rate at which the urban population is growing today. Although they have important 

lessons on urban planning to offer, they do lack infrastructure. They need resources 

for better education. They need more connected open spaces for play and 

recreation. They need a better system to access water, alternate solutions to energy 

and most importantly an intervention to change the image of the neighborhood in 

the mind of the rest of the city. 



4. Case Studies

4.1 INTRODUCTION

„Since 1970, slum growth everywhere in the South has outpaced urbanization‰                       

(Leite, 2009, p. 257). In the late twentieth century in Mexico, as much as the 

cityÊs growth was a result of people heroically building their own dwellings 

on unserviced peripheral land and informal services accounting for a large 

proportion of the total employment. The percentage of Favelas increased from 1.2 

percent in 1973 to 19.8 percent in 1993. Urban population in Brazil increased 

by 24% in 1940 while it suddenly increased by 80% in 1990Ês. In Sau Paulo, 

4 million people which accounts to 40% of BrazilÊs population lives in Favelas 

or slums. (Leite, 2009)  In the Amazon, 80% of the city growth has been in 

shanty towns with no utilities and municipal transport making urbanization and 

favelization synonymous. The same wave is visible in Asia. Beijing authorities 

observe that 200,000 „floaters‰ migrate every single year into informal 
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http://www.environmenttimes.net/
cominganarchy.com, March 2009Fig. 4.1, World map indicating informal settlements

settlements on the southern edge of the capital. In the late 1980Ês, a study in South 

Asia demonstrates that 90% of urban household growth took place in slums. While 

KarachiÊs kachi abadi doubles every decade, the population in the bastiÊs of India 

grows 250 % times the overall population. 400,000 people out of the 500,000 

who migrate to Delhi every year live in slums.  With such unabated trend we 

will have only slums and no cities in the near future. The situation of Africa is far 

more extreme. 85% of KenyaÊs population growth between 1989 and 1999 was 

absorbed by the densely packed slums of Mombasa and Nairobi. The cities of the 
future across the globe were anticipated to be made out of steel and glass by the 

previous generations but have instead turned out to be made up of crude brick, 

straw, recycled plastic, cement blocks. (Davis, 2006) 
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4.2 FROM FAVELAS TO NEIGHBORHOODS

Rio De Janerio has now existed for centuries and nobody here holds title to the 

land. Initially the people of Rio De Janerio built shanties, little shelters that hid 

under the dense jungle canopy.  But today Rio De Janerio has created full cities 

It is observed that Illegal settlements are generally formed in spaces that are not 

conducive to urbanization like the hills, floodplains, watersheds, reservoirs, forests 

& rural land in the urban outskirts. When dealing with such a huge population 

which is growing so rapidly, it is not the time to discuss ideals but to explore the 

possibilities. City seems to expand on its own. What do you do about the cities 

with over 10 million people? ÂNormal planningÊ or ÂNormal Architecture cannot 

justify the needs of this massive population. There is technically no time for consid-

eration or reflection in such cases (Leite, 2009). In this chapter, I will explore sev-

eral cases all over the world which have made efforts for inclusive planning and 

improving the qualities in these highly packed, densely populated settlements of 

the poor. Every planning is about establishing boundaries and inventing pathways 

to cross the boundaries. And the organization of cities is based on differentiation 

between built space and green space, between neighborhoods, between higher 

and lower density or various districts. These differences and boundaries are critical 

to the logic and vibrancy of cities. The accommodation of such differences is the 

cityÊs reason of existence (Sorkin, 2002). 
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which they are proud of and yet not one person holds a title to this place. One  

factor that is common in every squatter settlement is incremental development. 

When they have money they want to build thus demonstrating organic develop-

ment. Although the people built good houses with luxuries and amenities, the 

roads were still muddy pathways and 20 to 30 plastic pipes either hidden or seen 

on the ground defined the infrastructure of this place. But gradually the city of Rio 

has invested in the Favelas (Squatter settlements). They have created amenities like 

www.favelaissues.com, January 2012Fig. 4.2, Panorama of Favela Vidigal

www.favelaissues.com, January 2012Fig. 4.3, Soccer Field, Parque Royal

www.favelaissues.com, January 2012Fig. 4.4, Present condition of the local laundry
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soccer fields, child care centers, paved roads, drainage ditches inside the illegal 

communities. Cellula Urbana has made efforts by bringing Bauhaus to create a 

plan to rebuild an overcrowded and unhealthy section which had rooms with no 

windows. Professional Planners have been brought in to work with residents to de-

velop participatory programs to improve the phase of the community yet keeping 

the traditional system of planning (Neuwirth, 2005). In Sao Paulo, schemes were 

designed to address urbanization of Irregular settlements and upgrading of Fave-

las and the fundamental concept of the Favela Barrio Program was „A right to the 

city‰. The urbanization of Irregular Settlements and upgrading of the Favelas was 

initiated by the first program called the Bairro Legal which was a large scale pro-

gram to regulate land tenure and legal property deeds to families that had been 

living there for more than 5 years. Between 2005 and 2006, 52,000 plots were 

legalized under this program. A parallel program to urbanize and upgrade settle-

ments was carried out. The goal was to outfit irregular subdivisions with appropri-

ate infrastructure, improvised housing, upgraded public space, recreation and 

green areas and better accessibility to public facilities such as schools and health 

clinics and 10,000 families and 7,250 lots were benefitted by this program during 

the same time frame.  Although efforts were made to provide better infrastructure 

and amenities in Rio De Janerio and Sao Paolo, it has been criticized for a lack of 

sense of participation. It did not involve the Favela communities in the design pro-
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cess. Some of the amenities like the soccer fields and local laundries have become 

redundant and are less appreciated and this can be the result of a lack of partici-

patory process in the up gradation of the Favela communities  (Lara, 2010).

Sanitation and Environmental rehabilitation for the Favelas along the 

Guarapiranga watershed was started by the city and the state in order to avoid 

contamination and provide environmental protection to the watershed. Although 

the watershed was technically under environmental protection, over the years it 

had been progressively illegally occupied. There were around 95,000 favelas at 

the beginning of the Program. Funds from the International Bank for Reconstruction 

& Development were used to approach the illegal settlements along the watershed. 

Regularization of Land Tenure was the next step. Urban Improvements were 

initiated by installing public facilities, infrastructure and relocation of families from 

dangerous and unhealthy cities. The design for all the above was always through 

public competitions. Several professionals and renowned firms were invited to 

participate in this process. The design process always began with identify the 

nature of the problem and then discussing alternative solutions to the existing 

problems. It was decided that not more than 5% of the houses can be displaced. 

The best design was selected through public discussions and nomination. 

The Favela communities always communicated with the design firms directly. 

(Christiane Rose Duarte, 2009 ) Although these methods demonstrate community 
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participation in the design process and implementation, Participatory Budget 

that was initiated in the urban interventions of Belo Horizonte appears to mark a 

difference. In this method, the communities got to choose which points needed to 

be improved and then selected the locations that needed the most attention. The 

community was involved in selecting the location, the delegates in charge of the 

intervention and also had a role in determining the budget for the intervention. 

Thus the participatory budget approach in Belo Horizonte is a clear demonstration 

of representative Democracy (Lara, 2010).

4.3 URBAN THINK TANK

Led by two Columbia university trained architects Venezuelan Alfredo Brillembourg 

and Hubert, Urban Think Tank is a politically outspoken firm with a new frame 

of mind. They have moved their attention from the formal city of master plans to 

the dynamic grounds of informality. According to UTT, neither are slums danger-

ous and illegal nor are they in need of pity. They are exciting settlements that are 

dense and need a new set of design tools. The community center proposed in 

Grotao best describes their work. The site on which the community center has been 

built was initially inhabited by the Favelas but due to increased erosion and the 

dangerous landslides had to be demolished and relocated. The idea is to create a 

community center for educational activities related to urban agriculture. A stepped 
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agricultural terrace taking advantage of the natural springs and a social commu-

nity center has been envisioned at the vacant site. This construction will consist of 

retaining walls to stop the erosion and serve as a natural space that will facilitate 

markets, gathering spaces, agricultural production and a social space that will 

connect the upper and lower areas through a landscape of terraces. The goal of 

this project is to break the divisiveness of spaces through design and is an oppor-

tunity for architects to combine top down and bottom up approaches. This project 

translates the spatial needs of a society for equal access to housing, infrastructure 

and community spaces and the fundamental rights of all city dwellers. UTT believes 

that the unplanned (Brillembourg, 2010) (Michelle Provoost, 2009) (Urban Think 

Tank, 2002).

Fig. 4.5, Vertical Gymnasium in Los Teques Brillembourg, 2010, pg. 31



                          Urban Informality 82

Fig. 4.6, Gratao, Community Center Proposal by Urban Think Tank Brillembourg, 2010, pg. 33
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4.4 KATCHI ABADIS:

In 1998, it was estimated that 50% of the population of Karachi lived in Katchi 

Abadis. By 2010, around 61% of the population lived in Katchi Abadis. The main 

reason for Katchi Abadis is the gap between demand and supply of housing in 

Karachi. Like any other informal settlement across the globe, Katchi Abadis lacked 

consistent supply of water, had a poor sewage system and was totally disinte-

grated from the rest of the city. The government of Karachi perceived katchi abadis 

as something that needs to be bull dozed and proposed that the people of Katchi 

abadis will be accommodated in six storey apartment buildings. 

PARTICIPATORY DEVELOPMENT 

The town of Orangi is the administrative town of Karachi. In this town, 86 percent 

of the people lived in Katchi Abadis. A community participation model was gen-

erated by Dr. Khan, a renowned Pakistani Social Scientist to deal with the issues 

of sanitation, health, education and employment. In 1988, the Orangi Research 

project was upgraded to deal with five issues which are sanitation, housing, 

education, training, research documentation and advocacy. The objective of the 

research organization was to analyze the outstanding problems of Orangi and 

find viable solutions. The organization does not provide funding but helps in devis-

ing solutions to the problems. The Orangi Research Institute conducted a study that 

involved sociology, technology and economics of the housing in Orangi. It was 
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observed that the local entrepreneurs in Orangi called the thallas acted as local 

architects and contractors and played an important role in providing low income 

housing for Orangi. The Orangi Research Institute supported the thallas by recom-

mending loans and technical assistance inorder to mechanise their production and 

improve their products. New and cheaper roofing elements were introduced. The 

orangi research program also trained the masons in using new technologies for 

construction and they were also advised on the issues of lighting, ventilation and 

hygiene related design aspects. The education program of the Orangi Research 

Institute improved and upgraded the academic standards of around 644 schools in 

Orangi. The houses in Orangi have been built by the residents themselves but the 

research institute has been instrumental in giving design related advises. The cost 

of the sanitation system in Orangi was so high that people living in Katchi Abadis 

were not able to afford it. It was found out that the costs went up high due to the 

international help that was being taken which was in turn making the whole pro-

cess unaffordable. The Orangi research institute devised an underground sewage 

system which was affordable to the people of Katchi Abadis. The design strategy 

for the sewage system for the Katchi Abadis was devised in such a way that the 

money for the project had to come from the residents and not an outside source. 

The first step was to establish a technical unit for the project. A local plumber and 

an Orangi based engineer were recruited. One lane consisting of 20 to 30 houses 
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was selected and the survey information was provided to the technical unit. Thus 

the intervention took place at a neighborhood scale. Meetings were conducted 

in the lane showing slides and distributing pamphlets explaining how important 

it was to have a well planned sewage system. The next step was to collect funds 

from each house before the construction process could begin. Although, it was 

quite challenging to convince every house on the street to contribute for the in-

stallment of the sewage system, this became the community building process thus 

strengthening the neighborhood and creating a better community. Thus the partici-

patory method practiced by the Orangi research project was very beneficial to the 

society in a way that the community itself contributed to the upgrading and thus an 

overall change in the way Katchi Abadis were perceived (Hasan, 2010).

URBAN STUDIES FORUM, KARACHI

 In 1980, a comprehensive design project was established in Dawood College of 

Architecture and Planning with an aim to give a wide perspective to the students 

about the influence of the social, economic and administrative issues on the built 

environment. When the students graduated from this program, and looked for 

jobs, they realized that the skills that they had acquired in the program were not 

being put to use in the conventional design firms. Thus dissatisfied with their jobs, 

students came together and started the research institute along with their profes-

sors in 1989. It was called the Urban Studies Forum.  The aim of this forum was 
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to  document the existing issues of the city and analyze the planning decisions 

that were being made by the city officials. Over the years, Urban Studies Forum 

has been very successful and has contributed greatly to the environmental issues 

of Karachi. Thus we see a new picture of the architects and urban planners are 

the advisors of the city and its people by integrating community participation from 

inception to implementation (Hasan, 2010).

4.5 JR ART:

He takes art to those who donÊt go to the museums. In his art, there is no stage that 

separates the audience from the actors. His photos are exhibited everywhere and 

they are all a part of the story that he is sharing with the world. Sometimes itÊs an 

inspiring story about women in Kenya and sometimes a story about the little kids 

down the lane. His work is constantly changing the image of the informal cities 

from illegal to something special. JRÊs artwork can be seen in the most unexpected 

places and they always take us through a journey across the globe. According to 

JR, his photographs are for the people. Once when he was creating an artwork 

on the roofs of the houses, he realized that paper cannot keep water away from 

the house and he replaced the paper with vinyl. Thus art became a form of shelter. 

He created huge art work with photographs of the people of the village on their 

roofs. This village art believes that when god sees us we see back. JR is thus creat-
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ing a change all over the world through his brilliant art installations (Lotus, 2010)       

(Marc Berebbi, 2011).

Fig. 4.7 JR Art at Favela Morro Da Providencia, Rio De Janerio  (JR ART, 2010)
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4.6 CONCLUSION: 

With one billion people living in slums today (UN  Habitat 2003), we are truly 

living in an urban world. From the Favelas to Gacekondos to the Katchi Abadis, 

every informal settlement has evolved over decades into a unique self made 

community. Initially the government believed that informal was illegal and scraping 

it off was the only thing to do and thus created several occasions where the 

slum improvement programs have only created worse conditions for the people             

( Mukhja, 2011). It was then realized by several scholars from varied disciplines, 

that the tabula rasa approach is not valid for the design of informal settlements. 

Small interventions can alone bring transformations in these socially rich places. 

(Echanove, 2008) From the above examples, it is quite evident that serious efforts 

are being made by several professionals and non professionals to change the 

perception of Informality by the rest of the world. It is indeed very true that slums 

are strikingly similar to the rest of the city. 

Vineet Mukhja talks about two important approaches to design informal cities. 

The first one is the Emphasized design & shared infrastructure. It demonstrates a 

modernist belief in the public, pluralist infrastructure which is open and flexible 

in nature. This infrastructure gives opportunities to the users to adapt and build 

according to their needs. It encourages social integration and the divisions begin 

to dissolve in this process. The second approach is about interventions for housing. 
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This housing typology will need to be based on collaboration & compromise. It will 

ask for emphasis on communities rather than private dwellings. It would demand 

a readiness to forgo authoritative excess. Small interventions, infrastructure 

upgrading, integration of the formal and the informal, economic development and 

understanding completely the concept of affordable housing are the basic solutions 

for informal settlements across the globe (Mukhja, 2011). However it is clear from 

the several examples, that the most important ingredient for any project is public 

participation. Informal settlements are truly user generated cities and intervention 

that we make should be incremental in nature and it can never be forgotten that 

here communities are built brick by brick and wall by wall.  



5.Problems & Opportunities

  5.1 PROBLEMS

The neighborhood of Dharavi has evolved over the decades and it is a self made 

community in true sense. It is rich in social spaces and dynamic in nature. It is so vast 

and diverse that to understand the existing and functioning of this neighborhood in 

itself is very challenging. It was a small fishing village even before the city of Mumbai 

existed and today is home to 6,00,000 people. Dharavi is informal in a way that 

80% of the people are self employed in the informal sector and they provide the 

most valuable services to the city of Mumbai in a very integrated manner. This 

needs to be seriously recognized by rest of the city. In the existing scenario, the train 

tracks act as a border to the neighborhood and the foot bridges act as the gates 

which act like a separator. But what Dharavi needs is a connector not a divider. 

The image of the neighborhood needs to change and the connections between the 

formal and the informal need to become more obvious. The lack of recognition and 
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image gives a careless attitude to the municipality and the rest of the city in the way 

the neighborhood is looked upon. Dharavi has people of three generations ; the 

grandparents who were the first migrants, parents who grew up in Dharavi and their 

children who belong to Dharavi. The first generation is proud that they have created 

Dharavi and survived the struggle, the second generation has lived here and realize 

that they need a better recognition than being addressed as Âslum dwellersÊ and 

want their progeny to do better than what they have done. They want their children 

to have good education and hope for a brighter future. This compact neighborhood 

demonstrates a living style which imbibes the character of the villages of India and 

at the same time is very urban in context and function. It needs well connected 

open spaces that can inspire the people of Dharavi to demonstrate their skills in 

agriculture, pottery and cottage industry. Dharavi has natural features like the river 

within the neighborhood and the marsh surrounding the neighborhood. They have 

been neglected for a very long time. These are valuable sources and the connections 

need to be developed in a way the element of recreation is integrated into the busy 

lives of the people of Dharavi.  

 5.2 OPPORTUNITIES

Every problem is an opportunity and thus a potential for an intervention. I will 

propose a triggering spine that heals the neighborhood at critical points thus 

creating an energizing effect throughout the neighborhood. And the solutions at the 
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intervention points have been designed in such a way that they are pilot studies and 

a similar module can be repeated in the neighborhood as well as throughout the city 

Fig. 5.1, Concept Plan with points of Intervention
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to revitalize it from time to time.

5.2.1 MULTIFUNCTIONAL ENTRANCE HUB CONNECTING THE FORMAL AND 

THE INFORMAL

The existing gate way to Dharavi from Sion becomes an important point of 

intervention to organically merge the formal and the informal into a multi layered 

and multi functional space. It will no more be a pass over place for the people or 

the train itself. It will become a railway station thus making Dharavi a destination. 

This station will be a shared space and merge the right side and the left side of the 

tracks into a highly dynamic and active hub. This hub will create meeting spaces 

and pathways to connect Dharavi and the school in the formal neighborhood and 

the same time will connect the apartments in the formal neighborhood to the public 

spaces created in Dharavi. The hub will have local stores to enhance commerce 

and urban agriculture to revitalize the skills and technologies of farming and host 

a library for kids and the elders emphasizing the fact that education is the path for 

a brighter future. The hub will connect to the terraces in Dharavi thus making it a 

hybrid and organic structure facilitating connections and various activities.

Fig. 5.2, Existing Circulation Fig. 5.3, Proposed Circulation
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Fig. 5.4, Intervention point 1

Fig. 5.5, Intervention point 1 Site Map
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Fig. 5.6, Level 1 Floor Plan 
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Fig. 5.8, Energy Diagram showing how electricity is generated through the motion of trains

Fig. 5.7, Layer Diagram for multifunctional Hub
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Fig. 5.9, Level 2 Plan showing the atrium which facilitates agriculture and connections from the 
hub to the neighborhood and the school 
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Fig. 5.10, Perspective showing the shops and the 
movement of kids from school back home

Fig. 5.11, Perspective showing atrium with a vegetative strip and 
people selling fresh vegetables and several local stores
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Fig. 5.12, Level 2 Floor Plan
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Fig. 5.13, Perspective of the Library on 3rd Level 

Fig. 5.14, View of the amphitheater on the roof into the neighborhood

Fig. 5.15, A color changing material to create a dynamic 
landscape and celebrate the rains is used
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5.2.2 ÂROOFSCAPEÊ THE NEW LANDSCAPE ON THE ROOFS OF DHARAVI

Courtyard is an important space in the hierarchy of living patterns in India but 

it is very random and disconnected in this compact neighborhood of Dharavi. 

And with housing units being fairly small it becomes all the more essential to 

support it with larger open spaces. Thus a new landscape is proposed on the 

roofs of Dharavi which will create a courtyard like experience and add several 

dimensions to the existing infrastructure. The roof will now be a place for kids to 

play and adults to watch and chat with neighbors. It will facilitate as a space for 

celebrations, cooking, small gatherings and at the same time collecting water and 

growing vegetables. Thus the idea is to create a flexible landscape on the roof 

and the use and the function can change and be defined by the users.  A pilot 

study using 3 roof patterns that appear to repeat throughout the neighborhood 

have been adapted to give a sense of how the intervention can be carried out.

Fig. 5.18, Site Map showing the points 
of study for roofscape
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Fig. 5.19, Roof Pattern 1

Fig. 5.20, Roof Pattern 2

Fig. 5.21, Roof Pattern 3
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Fig.5.22,Proposed design for Roof Pattern 1

Fig. 5.23, Proposed design for Roof Pattern 2

COURTYARD

AGRICULTURE

AGRICULTURE

COMPOST

COMPOST

COURTYARD
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Fig. 5.23, Proposed design for Roof Pattern 3

Fig. 5.24, Section demonstrating the collection of water in roof during the rains

AGRICULTURE

COMPOST

COURTYARD
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Fig. 5.25, Section demonstrating 
the system for water in summer

Fig. 5.26, Diagram to demonstrate composting 
to produce natural gas for cooking
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Fig. 5.27, Diagram showing 
existing circulation

Fig. 5.28, Diagram showing 
proposed circulation

6.2.3 RESTORING THE HIERARCHY OF URBAN LIVING BY CONNECTING THE 

MAIDAN ( PLAY GROUND) AND MITHI RIVER THROUGH AN INTERESTING 

ROOFSCAPE.

Dharavi has play grounds which are randomly located and not very well 

connected to the neighborhood. Thus they get defined just by houses that line the 

play ground. But considering the dense neighborhood of Dharavi, a public space 

should be accessible to the maximum number of people and it also emphasizes 

that greater the diversity of the people using a public space, greater is the 

success of the space. In the present case, the section along the mithi river in the 

neighborhood and the play ground across the street are totally isolated and lack 

connection. The proposed design will connect these spaces through a range of 

terraces creating semi public courtyard, public play ground and a promenade 

along the river. This will enhance movement and open the doors for recreation in 

the neighborhood of Dharavi.
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Fig. 5.28, Plan to restore the connections 
between the river and maidan through a 
dynamic corridor
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Fig. 5.29, Section through the river and promenade

Fig. 5.30.1, Section through the river and the connecting corridor

     Fig. 5.30.2, Section through the connecting corridor and playground
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6.2.4 RESTORING THE NATURAL ECOSYSTEM OF THE MARSH AND 

CONNECTING DHARAVI AND BANDRA KURLA COMPLEX THROUGH THE 

ELEMENT OF RECREATION

With the construction of the Bandra Kurla Complex, the international airport and 

the several informal settlements 54% of the original mithi river has been lost to

land reclamation. Thus the natural ecosystem has been totally destroyed and 

is highly contaminated with industrial waste. Choked Pipes, water pollution, 

mangrove destruction and land reclamation resulted in floods and on 26th July 

2005, Mumbai came to a standstill. This design intervention proposes a concept 

plan for restoring the river through natural systems. It will use series of plant 

material to purify water and free it from pollutants and also facilitate raised 

boardwalks for people to be in the marsh and getting close to the river without 

actually creating an impact on the natural habitat. These boardwalks also connect 

to the Bandra Kurla Complex thus creating a shared facility and dissolving the 

borders between the formal and the informal.
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Fig. 5.31, Concept Plan for restoring the 
river through natural systems
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Fig. 5.33, Section through revitalised 
marsh showing proposed boardwalks

Fig. 5.32, Diagram for cleansing water



6. Conclusion

The study of informality in Mumbai and the several case studies across the globe 

has given me a holistic understanding and a wider perspective of this term called 

informality. In a country like India, which is mainly an agricultural nation, people 

in the villages are attracted to cities when they do not have the right opportunities 

and better future prospects. The city appears to offer several opportunities and 

once the immigrants come to the city they realize the hardship of lack of space 

and the difficult living conditions that they have to go through. But as a matter of 

survival, they continue to live in the city, create odd jobs for themselves with very 

little remuneration and eventually develop their own communities in empty land 

or near dumping grounds, construction site or any place that is not thought of as 

a place to stay by the formal city. And once they develop their community, it is 

looked upon by the city dwellers as a nuisance and the government decides to 

provide formal housing in the periphery of the city which is totally disconnected 



                          Urban Informality 114

and offer no opportunity for work and that is termed as Slum development thus 

sending them back from where they came and this time with a greater set of 

problems. Thus wrong solutions are generated without formulating the right 

question. Thus the important point to understand is that people only come to cities 

from villages looking for jobs. Development should not focus on providing housing 

in the periphery of the city but on reactivating the villages and creating direct 

connections between the cities and the villages. The idea is to create several nodes 

facilitated with transportation, education and employment and well connected to 

several other such nodes. 

This approach should be adopted to regulate the migration to cities because every 

space is limited by geography and there is only so much a city can do. But at 

the same time, the immigrants need not be looked upon as unwanted. They are 

very important to our society and as a matter of fact we share this planet with 

everybody else. The cities need to create flexible spaces to adapt to a variety 

of living spaces. There is a need to make room for informality in our minds as 

well the physical structure of our cities. Creating several public spaces where 

diverse people from all the sections can come together and share their opinions 

and knowledge is the need of the day. Creating spaces that orient themselves 

with the fourth dimension of time is the challenge of the day. According to me, 

the role of the designer is now to embed the fourth dimension of time and the 
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attitude of sharing space into the design solutions. Creating spaces which can be 

used by different people during different hours of the day and carry out different 

activities in the same space at different hours is highly needed. The solution lies 

in multifunction and multilayered spaces at the same time local to the character of 

the specific place and the city. And most importantly to understand that informality 

is not a disease and we need not try to get rid of it. It is in fact an important 

part of our structure. But in order to achieve this, the school of thought needs to 

change first. The design problems that we deal with should change and match the 

problems of the day. This project has taught me several lessons on urban planning 

and Dharavi is indeed a study model for urban planners in all ways. Given an 

opportunity in future, I would like to expand my study to the city of Mumbai and 

understanding in detail, the parameters of the success of the city and its loop holes 

and the vision for the to be worldÊs largest city.
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