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Part A

Name of the organisation

Habitat Technology Group
Type

Non-Governmental Organization (NGO) mainly providing architectural services 
Status

Habitat is registered as a charitable society.  
Address of the head office

Near Mandapam, Poojapura,

Thiruvananthapuram – 695 012,

Kerala, India.
Telephone, e-mail:

91-471-344904, 342723, 344877  

habitat@md3.vsnl.net.in
Website:

www.habitatgroup.org
Contact persons
Ar. G. Shanker, Chief Architect
Mobile: 9847061414

Organisation structure 



Established in 1987 in Kerala, Habitat Technology Group is one of the largest NGOs working in the building sector promoting appropriate technologies and Green Architecture in India today. The group has taken up the work of thousands of residences all over India during the past thirteen years. In addition to this it has also built about thousands of buildings all over the country including commercial complexes, tourist resorts, public offices, schools hospitals etc. Habitat has also been involved in designing and undertaking several development projects and has played a key role in the decentralization process in the state.

It has a core group of 200 architects, engineers and social workers with a support base of 6000 trained workers.  At the Head office at Trivandrum, Mr. Shankar is the chief architect, who is assisted by a group of young, similar-minded architects. These architects are in charge of carrying out the design process and client management. They work on the design based on the client’s budget and his expressed needs, by calculating the amount of built-up area from the money available, based on the thumb-rule rates that HTG has been able to establish through experience. They are given freedom to design, under Mr. Shankar’s supervision.  However, they have to strictly limit themselves to the use of the appropriate technologies.  Habitat as a mandate wants people to work in their offices and then move on to spread their experiences all around.  Mr. Shankar fears making HTG a one man focus organisation and hence tries as much as possible to build in a team spirit in the organisation.  

HTG is a socially oriented organisation and hence works on very low profit margins. It has hundreds of employees on its pay role.  Moreover, it does not depend on any external source of funding.  Hence, due to the non-competitive pay structure it finds more women architects and engineers working on its team than men, as Indian men are generally the breadwinners for their families and are forced to follow more lucrative pursuits.

Habitat Technology Group is not only confined to Kerala but also to several states in India with 26 regional offices and responding centres functioning in nine states. Through the years they have been able to build a network for consulting and building enterprises. 

They have recently shifted into their new head office, made as a multi-storey structure entirely in mud blocks, in Trivandrum. 
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The Habitat office constructed in mud blocks


    The interiors of the office
Activities 

Background

Habitat technology group is a non-governmental organisation providing architectural solutions using appropriate building technologies.  It is founded by Architect Shankar G, who is a native of Trivandrum.  His passion as an architect was to provide housing solutions for not just the elite who can afford the luxury of paying an architect’s fee, but the thousands who have very small budgets but still want to fulfil their dream of a lifetime of building and owning their home.  His office set up is such that any person from any class of the society can walk into his office and ask for his services with only one precondition that the building should be constructed solely with environment sensitive technologies.

Activities they are involved in

· Promoting cost effective construction technology through intervention in shelter sector

· Research and development in appropriate technologies and materials

· Production of alternate building materials

· Environment concerns related to habitat development

· Conservation of heritage buildings

· Preservation of native idiom in architecture

· Strengthening local economy by using local materials and skills

· Empowerment of women in social sector by training and educating them in the field of building construction

· Promoting workers collectives to improve their quality of life

· Capacity building for workers and professionals in the shelter sector through extensive training programmes

· Networking among partners in struggle

· Information dissemination on cost effective shelter solutions

· Policy interventions for economically weaker sections, tribals, slum dwellers and such other fringe people

· Designing and building barrier free buildings allowing free access to disabled

-  Creative shelter solutions for specific needs:  healing center, educational complexes etc.

Projects

HTG has built thousands of buildings all over the country including commercial complexes, tourist resorts, public offices, schools, hospitals and so on-all using appropriate technology.
Habitat was instrumental in rehabilitating hundreds of families in Bhopal after the gas tragedy by offering alternate shelter solutions. Another noteworthy achievement of Habitat is the work done in the cyclone-hit areas of Orissa in October 1999. A team from habitat had been working at the relief site co­ordinating with the state government and other agencies for building homes for the millions who were rendered homeless. Years before the cyclone Habitat had made a remarkable impression in the state of Orissa by way of building several hundreds of buildings including institutional complexes, educational buildings and residences- all using cost effective techniques, all of which withstood the cyclone in 1999. In addition to extensive relief related buildings in coastal Orissa. Habitat technology group is also engaged in the building of the ' Manaveeyam' village for Government of Kerala in Orissa.

Habitat has also been appointed as consultants to the second phase of World Bank aided District Primary Education Program in Thiruvananthapuram and Idukki districts. The work includes new schools blocks, resource centres, additional classrooms and other education related infrastructure facilities. This will be in addition to the first phase of work nearing completion in Malappuram, Kasargode and Thiruvananthapuram districts.

The State Government of Kerala recently recognized Habitat Group as a nodal agency to carryout developmental works under the decentralization process.

One of the most noteworthy achievements of Habitat is an on-going project at Kollam called the "Janakeeya Parpida Padhathi” or the Total housing scheme, under the Kollam district Panchayat. As part of the project the group has undertaken to provide the total technical support for the building of fifty five thousand houses.

Plans for the future

· Their dream for the future is to be able to have an Informal School of Housing to impart training in the shelter sector;

· A Habitat commune where everyone can dream together, live together, think together and work together;

- Begin a network of Habitat shops where building materials would be available at affordable rates. This is directed at breaking the nexus between the construction sector and middlemen.
Strengths 


Techniques/ technologies 

The building industry eats up most of the earth’s resources.  Habitat insists on building only with building materials and technologies which are environmental friendly, energy efficient, locally available, cost-effective and respecting the context of the place such as topography, climatology and culture.  It strives to preserve the native architectural wisdom, and integrate it appropriately with modern approaches.  It has through the years been able to develop a set of technologies which can be used for all scale of constructions, such as from a rich man’s private mansion to a poor man’s dwelling. It has also been able to develop several resources such as skilled masons and building material suppliers, who are needed to support construction in such technologies.  As a response to the rapidly spreading concrete construction, habitat has decided to build in technologies which respect the well-established traditional style of building and living.  They have done a lot of research and construction in mud construction such as mud blocks, soil plaster and finishing, building with rattrap bond and filler slabs, use of locally available and recycled wood and climatic designing such as allowing effective cross-ventilation and ample sun light into the building.

Human resources

Habitat has been able to employ, train and sensitize hundreds of architects, engineers and social workers in the art of building with appropriate technologies.  For example, Mr. Hari Kumar, the project Director of the UNDP Shelter project was a part of HTG.  For being able to build in non-conventional technologies, one needs much more than design ideas and technological know-how.  HTG has been able to train thousands of masons and artisans in their style of construction and also been able to promote a huge network of alternative building material manufacturers and suppliers to stand against the cement and steel construction lobby, all across the country. It currently has 28 responding centers in 9 states all over the country.

Training capacities

Habitat Technology Group is actively engaged in propagating the best practices in construction technology for which they use training as one of the main tools.  
They conduct training programs to upgrade the skills of professionals, artisans and skilled workers in habitat sector. Moreover, they also focus on the training of women and marginal income groups to empower them.  For example they have assisted Gram Vikas is formulating the bare-foot engineer’s and mason’s training course. They also give training and technical assistance to entrepreneurs for starting production centers of cost effective building materials as in the case of a private enterprise under the name of SAL Interlocking Blocks, which is a compressed mud block production unit, setup with their assistance.

R&D / cataloguing / publications

Habitat undertakes research on various aspects of human settlement building. It has been publishing the Habitat newsletter which talks about Habitat events and announcements of the partner organisation. It is also involved in various advocacy issues related to the environment and construction sector.

Areas of operation



Habitat started its operations on a very small scale from Trivandrum.  In the 16 years it has grown as an organisation and has been able to construct more than 20,000 buildings.  Most of their work has been in Trivandrum and they have had clients from all strata of the society, from the fisher folk to the upper class families.  They have dealt with all kinds of buildings, from small single-family houses to the academy building of the communist party in Kerala, the EMS academy.   They have also been able to spread out to the rest of India with 28 responding centers in 9 states all over the country.  They believe in multilevel intervention, being action oriented and innovative, having a commitment to quality and providing cost effective and efficient shelter solutions.   
Target groups/beneficiaries


Mr. Shankar underlines that most of his clients are from the middle class.  He believes that people come to him because they think that he is accessible and affordable.  Habitat takes up projects for any client as long as the client subscribes to the philosophy of cost effective technologies.
Funding


They do not depend on any external source of funding and fully sustain themselves by the architectural projects they undertake.  This philosophy of Mr. Shankar has helped the institution grow independently along its natural course without the external pressure or policy form any donor.

Linkages with other organizations/partners/networking


Habitat technology group reaches out to individuals and institutions committed to the cause of green habitat culture.  They have been providing technological assistance to many organisations in the voluntary sector.  For example, they have designed and helped build the Gram Vikas Campus in Mohuda village in Orissa.  Mr. Shankar is a member of many State and National level committees such as, the Board of Studies, University of Kerala; Executive member, Trivandrum Development Authority; Member of the Task Force on Housing, Government of Kerala; member of the High level Guidance Council on Decentralized Planning, Government of Kerala; the National Consultant to District Primary Education Programme; Consultant to the Governments of Orissa and Uttar Pradesh for School Buildings; Consultant to various National NGO’s in the shelter sector; Key Group Member, National Caucus on NGO’s. 

They are actively involved in INHAF which is a network of people and organisations involved in the housing and habitat sector.  They are also partners of the MIPAA platform and have housed a French trainee for the A and D student exchange programme.

Philosophy / Approaches 


The Habitat Technology Group envisions the right to have a house of ones own as the fundamental right of every human being. All its activities are directed to achieve this goal. They are a part of the twenty-year-old “cost effective housing” movement that believes that building a house is not merely a civil engineering work but an activity which involves environmentalism, appropriate technology, conservation, aesthetics, native idiom and social commitment.  Habitat believes that a group of socio-economically sensitized architects can make a qualitative change in the housing scenario.
Habitat has been making earnest efforts to make building of house a fundamental right.  It believes that to envision such a change one has take up advocacy earnestly.  It has been focusing on advocacy in pro-poor policies by forming a peoples group and mobilizing public opinion. It acts as an advocacy group on social issues like eviction of slum dwellers during slum clearance. It is also involved in environment-habitat related issues.  Awareness creation on issues related to Habitat and stimulating appropriate action are important areas of its activity. 

On the people interviewed


Ar. G. Shankar, Chief Architect, Habitat Technology Group
Mr. Shankar, since his student days has been involved in “peoples movements” through school activities.  Passionate to work for social development, he took up architecture as it is concerned with one of the three basic necessities of humans, namely, shelter. 

He graduated form the Architectural Department of the Kerala University in 1982. He also went on to UK to do his masters from the Birmingham School of Architecture. There, he was offered an option to stay back with a very lucrative job.  He, however, decided to return back to India. He went to Delhi to get a feel of the conventional mainstream architectural practise, but came back to Kerala more convinced than ever of his philosophy of social and environment friendly architecture. 

Having been inspired by the work style of Laurie Baker, in 1987, he started his own studio alone, a one man in one room set-up. At that time the Laurie Baker movement was in full swing. However, Baker buildings were inaccessible to the common man. His idea was to take Baker’s technologies to the millions who could benefit from them. He had to wait 6 month for the first commission, which was a small house for a bank clerk. He literally worked as a mason on site to see that the building got complete the way he wanted.  In that year he realized only one building.  However, this building being different from the conventional generated curiosity amongst the people.  The following year, in 1988, he got 13 commissions.  Thus began the journey of Habitat Technology Group in the field of appropriate architecture.  At present Habitat technology Group works on about 1,500 houses per year, which roughly works out to 5 houses every day. 
It hasn’t been an easy journey for the organisation and for Shankar himself.  As he was building up a whole new alternative market for building technologies and enterprise, he had to face hostile reaction of the local contractors and establishment in many forms.  This ultimately led many of his people to leave the office.  Also, he was once attacked physically and left seriously injured.   However, staff of Habitat and Mr. Shankar himself have been able to put all that behind them.  The group has been able to build more than 20,000 houses during its 15 years of activities, which proves the acceptance of their technologies. People from all over India come to the Habitat offices to learn these technologies.
For him architecture is appropriate if it is cost effective, uses local materials and technologies and talks about that place and context, both social and climatic.  For him the use of appropriate technologies is a way to give people appropriate houses. He also believes that for the poor people to find acceptance of these technologies, the rich have to use them first.  Only then can you win the trust of the poor and work with them intimately.

He is a member of the Board of Studies, University of Kerala; and believes that schools of architecture should teach more how to make buildings than how to make architecture.

He underscores the role of the government in providing basic shelter needs to the people.  However, he also believes an organized voluntary sector that can resist the advancing trend of globalization and social inequity. 

He foresees a great need in the future for cost effective building solution and hence underlines the need for sensitized architects, innovative technologies and an organized and commercially viable building enterprise to sustain this movement.

Shankar has won many awards for his endeavours. He is also a member of a number of National level bodies, both official and non-governmental and has attended many National and International conferences.  

About MIPAA


Member’s thought

Mr. Shankar thinks that that the MIPAA platform is a good initiative. He feels that it should be a platform to share information and to support partner in struggle.  He however believes in a technology if it can be affective for poor people and hence wants MIPAA to focus on these kinds of technologies.   For him MIPAA should have a broad perspective and involve as much as possible, people effectively involved in the grassroots level.

He is willing to take part in MIPAA activities such as the student exchange programme, training and workshops. 
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