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Name of the project

Pozhikkara slum rehabilitation, Veli fishing village

Type of project

Government Housing Scheme
Location

Veli village, Trivandrum, Kerala
Role played by the member

Designers and implementers

Reason for documentation 

Motive of the member

Habitat believes in Social Architecture.  One of the reasons for founding Habitat was to be able to provide housing solutions to the millions of people for whom owing their own home is a distant dream.  When the Government of Kerala launched the “Janakeeya Parpida Padhathi" or the Total housing scheme as a part of the People’s planning Campaign, it chose Habitat to carryout the scheme in 2 districts, due to its vast experience in handling such low-cost housing schemes.  This fishermen’s slum at Veli is a part of that housing scheme and brings out Habitat’s approach to the housing needs of the poor.  
Motive of the team 

The People’s Planning Campaign is a one of its kind government initiative to bring about a large-scale social reform, with housing also being one of the prime focuses.  Through this scheme the government of Kerala wishes to construct a large number of houses solely through people’s participation. Since, Habitat has been appointed as one of the technical partners and implementers of the scheme, it would be doubly interesting to discuss the total housing scheme as the background and bring out habitats role in the whole process.

Other motives 

To be able to study the peoples planning campaign more holistically with reference to Habitat’s initiatives.

A little about Kerala 

Kerala, as the cliché goes is ‘God’s own country’.  Unique in many ways from the rest of the country of India, Kerala has always had some of the best indicators in many developmental aspects be it health and life expectancy, the infant mortality rate, the literacy rate, social justice and the women situation, caste discrimination, and religious violence.  There is a great political awareness among the common people and even the children, thanks to the unique political situation that exists in Kerala.  Kerala is the first place in the world to have a democratically elected Communist Party in 1957, with the highest voter turnout in India.  Political history in Kerala shows a trend of an alternating elected right and left government, which results in an increase in public welfare activities, much to the benefit of the common man.  Through decades of organized struggle and people’s participation, the Kerala model has developed as an example of local democracy, which can bring about large scale, self-sustaining changes at the grassroots levels.

Currently there are 14 administrative districts in Kerala.  It has a population of thirty two million with a literacy rate nearing a 100%.  It is a land of industrious people with a cosmopolitan outlook.  They are mainly occupied in cultivation and fishing and industries related to them.  Though industrially backward, Kerala is one of the most progressive states in terms of social welfare and physical quality of life.
Geographically, Kerala is the smallest state in India, which is literally sandwiched between the Western Ghats on the East and the Arabian Sea on the West, which explains the insular nature of Kerala.  Endowed with an intricate network of waterways formed by the backwaters, the rivers and canals, it is only natural for the lifestyle of the people to be based around water.   

Climatically Kerala has an all year round equable climate with a good amount of sunshine and rainfall twice a year.  The architecture of Kerala has evolved as a direct response to the climatic conditions of Kerala.  Made entirely of locally available materials such as mud, laterite, bamboo, coconut wood and palm thatch, the houses with their majestic, sweeping, sloping roofs are planned to allow maximum ventilation and cut out glare form the over cast skies.  Lack of social disparity is clearly evident even in the architecture of Kerala, with the King’s Palaces being planned along the same principles and using the same materials as the common man’s house, differing only in scale.  The average quality of the built habitat in Kerala is very rich, with even the common man usually staying in his own plot with an elaborately sprawling house and a front and backyard which is used to support his occupation.  However, the increasing population and the increasing urbanization have led to a growing housing shortage which is rapidly escalating.  Ingress of modern construction materials and technologies is ruining the natural resources of the land besides creating a situation of social disparity, with the poor people wanting to abandon their traditional abodes for modern energy intensive cement and steel structures.  

About The People’s Planning Campaign 


Background
“India’s life is in the villages. Unless villages and people are not strengthened, Swaraj or self-reliance is not possible.”  This quote by M.K. Gandhi is still relevant even 50 years after India achieved its independence. Till date 75% of India’s population lives in rural areas and more than 48% are below the poverty line.  In August 1996, the newly elected left government of Kerala launched a unique ‘People’s Campaign for Decentralized Planning’.  Involving almost 31 million people, this is probably the largest experiment in local democracy and local empowerment being carried out in the world today.  

The aim was to achieve a sustainable development, local empowerment and environmental protection through people’s participation in the planning and implementation process, based on the belief that the people know best what is good for them.  The final goal was to maintain and extend Kerala’s earlier achievements of a rich quality of life. 

The idea of the government was to effect relaxation in bureaucratic control by placing people’s immediate needs above partisan politics. To achieve this, an elaborate process of planning and local resource mobilization was undertaken, solely by the people’s initiative.

The State Planning Board, which was the implementing agency for the programme, recognized that knowledge about local resources is important for all planning exercises.  Hence, it initiated an elaborate ‘resource mapping’ exercise by way of surveys and seminars to document both natural and human resources, thereby providing the baseline data for future planning for all panchayats.

The PPC’s methodology of work is to empower elected local bodies to work out their own planning and project proposals for implementation, thus bring about decentralization of governance.  Transparent selection of beneficiaries for schemes benefiting individuals was undertaken at the Grama Sabhas, the bottom-most democratic body.  Local level plans were made here.  Groups of villages make up "blocks," units through which certain central government development schemes are implemented. Blocks of one to thirteen village or urban units were assigned the task of coordinating the local plans with national schemes and for making sure that local plans did not clash. The block units were also responsible for trying to fill in gaps in local plans.  Local body plans now form a major part of the total state plans.
Projects prepared by tens of thousands of volunteers and by elected representatives with little or no prior experience in plan preparation were deficient in many technical aspects. Campaign organizers called on retired government employees, experts, officials, volunteers and other professionals to provide technical expertise.  It is estimated that more than 100,000 volunteers helped in mobilizing people, and around 2.5 million people attended the various local body meetings.
Among the major programs of the PPC the “Total Housing” scheme was an ambitious project undertaken for fulfilling the basic housing needs of the people in the 3 major districts of Kerala, namely, Trivandrum, Kollam, and Thrissur. The three main organisations involved in cost-effective building construction in Kerala, namely, Habitat Technology Group, Costford and the Nirmiti Kendra or the Building Canter, along with HUDCO and the Government Engineering department were identified for implementing the housing schemes.   

The Government census data proved to be outdated and incorrect; hence, for gauging the housing scenario too, physical surveys were conducted at the local level with the help of the local government bodies and the people themselves.  The people below the poverty line were identified and a list including all other target beneficiaries was prepared.  A database of the housing situation, including the need of materials, was recorded for any future use. It was planned to repair and retain houses in good shape and rebuild only those house that had become structurally unstable.  Local level planning and housing schemes and were formulated.  

To counter the risk of building material suppliers forming a lobby and hiking the prices in anticipation of such a big demand, a price freeze in the rates of building materials was implemented for a period of three years.  The total number of buildings to be constructed was also not made public to be able to control the market forces against escalation.  

For construction activities of such a large proportion, there was a lack of trained masons and labour.  Hence a series of training camps were organized.  About 200 engineers were trained in each of the three districts using the barefoot engineer’s concept of training.  More than ten to fifteen thousand people were given hands on training in the art of masonry and basic construction, all resulting in the creation of a skilled labour bank.

As such a big scale of construction activity was to be undertaken, within the limited State resources, it was out of necessity, more that anything else that cost-effective technologies had to be employed.  The training given was mainly in the use of appropriate technologies which were cost-effective, energy friendly, locally available, gave economic independence, and responded to physical, social and climatic needs of the region.  Moreover, the training also gave some orientation in the management of the land, trees, water and infrastructure of the site.  

As these technologies were non-conventional and not familiar, there was a lot of resistance from the bureaucrats and the panchayats for their acceptance.  Hence, awareness programmes for even the politicians, administrators, bureaucrats and government technicians was arranged with an agenda to achieve ‘Habitat Literacy.’

One of the political agenda of the whole movement was to ‘demystify technology’ and to break the nexus of the architect, builder and building material supplier and, thus bring as change in the present day market dynamics.  

To provide the necessary impetus, the financial allocation was tremendously increased.  The government was proving an allocation for housing in one year that was earlier provided in the whole term of a five-year plan. Financial flow was also made easier, with 75 per cent budget of a project released as soon as the project was approved.  For construction purposes, people’s committees were given preference over private contractors. 
As it was a people oriented housing movement, a democratic approach was adopted for planning, wherein, the people designed their own house plans as per their vocational needs.  The concept was that buildings grow.  Hence, a core house should be designed and allowances made for future expansion.  This core house was roughly worked out to be about 300 square feet, including a living room a bedroom, a kitchen and a toilet and bath, each costing about 35 to 45 thousands rupees at an average rate of 150 rupees a square foot of construction.  

During the process of construction the people were trained to assist the masons as labour or were made to help in collecting material. The idea was to use local people to build in their own habitat with the help and supervision of the trained engineers, thus instilling in them a sense of ownership. 

In 2001 the communist party lost the election and the total housing scheme was stalled.  It was implemented for 3 years from 1998 to 2001, but was unable to achieve all its goals.  However, in many cases up to 60% of the targeted number of houses have achieved completion.

The idea of breaking market dynamics was not a success, but in Mr. Shankar’s opinion it can at least be considered as the beginning of a process.

The present government is trying to evolve the program in another model.  However, it is encountering problems due to the great financial crisis that the State is currently facing.

To read more about the people campaign for decentralised planning and the total housing scheme visit the web site ‘www.     .com’

The role of Habitat in the Total Housing Scheme


Habitat Technology Group was selected to be in charge of implementing the total housing scheme in 2 districts, in Kollam under the name of the "Janakeeya Parpida Padhathi "(Total housing scheme) and in Trivandrum along with COSTFORD and the Nirmiti Kendra.  

In 1998, under the Kollam District Panchayat (local government body), HTG undertook to provide the total technical support for the building of fifty five thousand houses, corresponding to 55,000 beneficiary families in a period of three years.  Kollam was divided into 150 clusters and local self governments were formed.  Habitat’s role in the whole process was that of a facilitator, between the government, the beneficiaries, the building material suppliers and all the other stakeholders.  As, Mr. Shankar was a member of the Executive Committee of the Trivandrum Development Authority and the Task Force on Housing of the Government of Kerala, Habitat has been promoting this campaign in different levels.

Mr. Shankar helped the Government in establishing a price freeze and encouraged the building material manufacturers and suppliers to co-operate.  

As there were not enough trained workers in the districts for the huge amount of construction, HTG unleashed a series of ‘bare-foot mason’s and engineer’s’ training programmes and training camps on basics cost effective technologies.  HTG provided intensive training to 200 engineers from the Kollam district, who in turn were in charge of training “barefoot” engineers at the grass root level.  They were able to train thousands of people at the training camps organised in accordance with the local Panchayat.

HTG also developed and helped publish the training materials in the form of a book, which included topics such as Habitat literacy, appropriate materials and technologies that are cost effective, eco friendly and energy efficient, architectural designing including a set of plans, environmental and energy conservation and other issues relevant to the campaign. It also included estimates of some prototypical designs and plans, in order to generate a basic awareness in the grassroots people about the building cost.  This book was also printed in the local language, namely, Malayalam.  The whole idea as per Mr. Shankar was to attempt to bring technology closer to the people who generally are intimidated by complex technological matters.  

As a part of the campaign, it organised surveys on the housing situation.  In the design process, Habitat attempted to give a voice to every single beneficiary for the planning of his houses according to his specific needs. For example in the tribal village in Attapaddy, Habitat has attempted to try to evolve as many different designs as possible for the houses, which suit the specific family structure and occupations.  For Mr. Shankar it was of prime importance to see that the buildings were a package of functionality and aesthetics.  He firmly believes in the idea of Social Engineering, wherein beauty is a by-product of the entire structural engineering exercise.  Only then can the people develop a sense of identity with their habitats.  

Habitat undertook the activity of supervision of the various building phases very seriously, ensuring as much as possible the correct implementation of technology and stringent quality control.  The responsibility of the success of the new technologies depended on HTG, as they were one of the organisations who emphasised on the use of these technologies.  Failure of the technologies or buildings meant an assured rejection from the people.
Up to 2001, when the communist party fell out of power, HTG was able to build 28,000 to 30,000 buildings, about 60% of the total targeted amount.  

About the project

Mr. Shankar believes that slums are parts of the habitat that are vibrant and full of living dynamics. The slum dwellers are the people who are responsible for physically running the city infrastructure and hence are a very important part of the city.  The urban structure sustains them and they support the urban life.  However, town planners have always talked about slum clearance.  Considering the fact that without the human resource form the slums, the city life would be paralysed; HTG believes that, the slum dwellers have a right to live in the city.  They believe that the best thing to do would be to improve their quality of life in the same place that they have been staying in.  Which means, improving the slums where they are.
The Pozhikkara Slum Rehabilitation Project at Veli, in Trivandrum, which is a part of the total housing scheme, was allotted to Habitat.  HTG’s role was to provide designs, estimates and construction.  Begun in 2001, the task was to rebuild the 55 odd houses, which were shanties made of temporary construction material such as bamboo and thatch.  Initially there were 72 families in the settlement, however only 55 had the land rights and hence were priority.  The process of allocation of rights to the others is underway.  

The Pozhikkara slum is situated between a boat club and the sea, on the south side of Veli, which is a tourist village.  The informal and unorganized fishermen settlements on the beachfront were not very conducive to the future tourism development plans of the Government.  Hence, for maintaining the tourism value of the region there was a lot of pressure on the government to reposition the fishermen in decent houses.  One of the state officials, also the secretary in the State Tourism Department, helped speed up the project clearance.  

The Pozhikkara slum was a fishermen colony and all of the 55 families had fishing as their main occupation.  They were all below the poverty line.  They did not have proper access to protected water supply and proper sanitation facilities.  

As the inhabitants were all fishermen, it was not thought to be practical to relocate them somewhere else away from the sea.  Hence, it decided to rehabilitate them there itself.  The land originally belonged to the Collector, which was distributed among the people.  Each family was given 2.5 cents of land, which approximates to 102 square meters or 1,100 square feet.  The total area comprising the slum was 0.750 hectares.    

The evolution of plans itself took 6 to 7 months, with the analysis of needs and discussion on the arrangement of the houses. 3-D models were prepared for explaining the design. The layout was organized as two rows of twin houses parallel to the shore, with a common passage and community space in between.  The plots were not separated by boundary walls to keep passageways for circulation between the twin house units.  

Each twin house was of 630 square feet, making a single house to be of 315 square feet.  The cost of one twin unit was 90,000 rupees and that of a single house, thus being 45,000 rupees, giving a rate of 115 rupees for one square foot of construction. 

The actual construction took another 6 to 7 months.  The structures were constructed as load bearing single storied buildings made in burnt bricks and covered with a Mangalore tile filler slab. The roof was kept flat to allow for a future vertical expansion.  The foundation was laid in dry random rubble masonry.  The external walls are 9” thick, laid in a rat-trap bond, with mud mortar and cement pointing.  The internal walls were half brick thick i.e. 4.5” laid in a simple stretcher bond.  The flooring was made by casting a layer of lime and cement slurry over brickbats.  The internal wall surfaces were lime washed.  The common wall between the twin houses helped save space and reduce costs.  The plan consists of a main hall with a small, attached kitchenette which leads into a bedroom.  There was earlier a provision for erecting a brick jail in between the living and kitchen space, which was later avoided to make the space look big.  A common toilet and bath are placed outside the house.  The doors and windows are constructed with concrete frames and wooden shutters, with an RCC weather shade over them.

The people are satisfied with the internal planning of the house but not with their surrounding.  Moreover, the people in the back row are not happy as the wind from the sea is blocked by the row of houses in the front.  As the construction process was on, everyone wanted their own house to be completed first due to the fear of the Government abandoning the scheme mid way leaving them completely houseless. 
The government formed a monitoring committee with the coordinator of poverty alleviation as the nodal officer and with representatives of the community, religious groups, political parties and NGOs.  This committee undertook the responsibility of purchasing building materials at a very comparative rate and supplying it to the site.  A big black board was erected on site showing each days progress and daily consumption of building materials, thus ensuring transparency.  25 women were trained to make concrete door and window frames, which could later pursue as a livelihood option.  The beneficiaries were paid for the labour they contributed for their own houses.  The people were involved in the construction process as much as possible.  However, Nandan, an engineer who supervised the project points out that it is not possible for absolutely unskilled people to build good quality masonry work and hence, there are limitations to how much the house owners can actually participate.

The entire project cost was estimated to be 61 lakh rupees, of which half was to be contributed by the Tourism department and the other half by the corporation of Trivandrum, under the people’s planning campaign.  The money sanctioned for the houses was released in 5 stages, namely, after the submission to the panchayat, at the start of the work, after completion of the plinth work, after completion of the roof slab and finally at the start of finishing of work. From the grant given to the people, Rs. 175 was deducted and invested in an insurance policy and an additional 0.5% was deducted as tax.  

As Habitat is a charitable trust, though its role was to design and construct, while tendering it did not include a contractors profit.  It only charged for the stipulated architectural fees i.e. 10% and took a labour rate contract for paying the labour charges.  

The construction of the houses is now complete.  So are the construction of infrastructure such as the approach road and pedestrian pathways, protecting boundary walls, storm water drains and local plantation.  The future plan is to build a community hall, a community vocation center, a children’s nursery and a traditional restaurant for tourists coming to the Veli beach.  However, there is yet no piped water and hence the toilets are unused.  Even the electrification for the houses and the streets is yet to begin, the process of approval being pending in the Kerala State Electricity Board.  

This small village thus stands as another accomplishment for Habitat, as one more housing scheme, which succeeded under the People’s Planning Campaign and as yet another addition to the built habitat of Kerala.  
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The row of twin houses in Veli
         The wall separating the slum and the tourist village
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