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Name of the project

Slum rehabilitation, Poonthura fishermen’s village
Type of project

Government Housing Scheme
Location

Poonthura, District Trivandrum

Role played by the member

Designers and implementers
Reason for documentation 

Motive of the member

COSTFORD was founded to able to provide technological assistance to the Government and individuals for creating cost-effective and sensitive architectural solutions.  COSTFORD’s relationship with the fishermen’s village at Poonthura is more than 25 years old and dates back to the times when Mr. Laurie Baker made the first resettlement layout for the village in 1974. Since then, through a series of housing schemes, the latest one being the Total Housing Scheme, COSTFORD has helped build this village in parts over time.  This village brings out the approach that COSTFORD has adopted over the years to build a socially relevant architecture.
Motive of the team 

As COSTFORD has been appointed to implement the Total Housing Scheme as a part of the People’s Planning Campaign, it is interesting to understand COSTFORD’s analysis, implementation strategy and role in scheme.

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

Information on the project



Background

The village at Poonthura is a large settlement made up of a series of settlement clusters, predominantly comprising of tribal people whose main occupation is fishing.  It is situated near the coast, with a series of backwaters cutting across the housing clusters.  The people of the village are from various religious backgrounds, who have settled in communal groups.  However, it has a majority of Christian population and, hence, has received a lot of welfare aid form the Christian missionaries.  

Being a tribal society, the people are by nature insular and had a well-defined family and caste organization.  Construction of housing is considered to be a community activity and, hence, the mediation of an outside architect is very difficult.  Moreover, the difficult environment in which the tribals live and the limitations of their resources has led to a long-term neglect of development activities in this area.  

Initiatives by Laurie Baker

The fisher folk originally lived in traditional thatch houses, which would get blown away by the cyclonic winds practically every monsoon.  This would generally be followed by a pouring of relief aid and material for rehabilitation.  When Mr. Baker was put in charge of the housing project he reasoned out that the amount spent every year on rehabilitation could be directly used in the construction of permanent houses, designed and oriented to counter the effects of the cyclone.  The villagers were distressed by the storm situation and so the houses had to be built as quickly as possible.

Hence, with the support of the former Chief Minister, Mr. A. C. Menon, Mr. Baker proceeded to survey, design and build on newly acquired site.  The attempt made by him was to overcome the inability of an outsider to comprehend the underlying patterns of a tribal group and to be able to respond to its private needs.  
Initiatives by COSTFORD 

This sowed the seeds of COSTFORD’s relationship with this village.  Over time COSTFORD has intervened in this village by way of different housing schemes.  In 1996, under the decentralized planning scheme, launched by the state government, COSTFORD was given charge to provide more houses in this village.  As per the procedures of the Total housing scheme, there was no tendering process for the contract and the Gram Panchayat of the village directly allotted the projects to COSTFORD.  
In 1997, COSTFORD undertook the survey of the village afresh.  The beneficiaries were identified and a participatory planning began.  Detailed sketches were made of the various plan alternatives based on the requirements expressed by the individual house owners.  They even made models to better explain the scheme to the people.  

COSTFORD’s attempt was to try and integrate this housing layout with the rest of the village.  The layout was organized by staggering the placement of the 47 odd housing units to create pockets of community spaces and changing vistas along a circulation spine that was crossing the plot.  As compared to the long rows of conventional housing the uniqueness of this plan was the openness of the design and the way the individual housing units offset each other.  They attempted to create little private rectangles of land in between the houses where the people could dry their nets and the kids could play.   Moreover, the staggering profile of the street ensured that the cyclonic wind met no resistance and was allowed to pass over the houses.  

The individual housing units had to be made in a given fixed area stipulated by the government.  But, here too COSTFORD crested numerous plan options, all within the given area.  Wherever felt necessary, a second storey was added to free up ground space and create visual interest.  The plans essentially consisted of a living room, a bedroom and a kitchenette, with the provision of a small open backyard for their outdoor cooking requirements.  Since a good part of a fisherman’s life is spent out of doors adequate spaces were also provided outside, as front yards, for mending nets and cleaning and drying the fish.  

The materials used for construction were exposed brickwork laid in a rat-trap bond and concrete filler slab roofs.  The exposed brick jali work catches the breeze and circulates it within.   As opposed to the sloping roof that Mr. Baker had provided in his designs, COSTFORD provided well-drained flat terraces over the houses, which provided more recreational spaces and made provision for future vertical expansion.   In 2000 the construction of leach pits outside the toilets was undertaken, which was completed in 2001. 

The people of this settlement were originally living in temporary sheds made of palm leaves and thatch and like most of the modern day villagers, they aspired for a brick and concrete permanent house.  Their aspirations were met when the government allotted them housing under the Total Housing Scheme.  They were given a full subsidy and did not have to contribute any money.  They even chose not to contribute labour for construction.  And yet they have a lot to complaint, beginning from the lack of space for their big families to the leaky roofs.  Mr. Prasnjeet, an architect from COSTFORD, comments that the people of this village are not very self-motivated and do not wish to work for self-development.  So much so that they were stealing the materials allotted for the construction of their own houses, which led to a great amount of delay and stalling of the work.  These people have a long history of receiving grants and aids from various sources and hence, are not very pro-active and grumble for the smallest reasons.  For example, one woman was complaining about the smoke and suffocation she suffers in the small kitchen that was provided to her, but did not take the slightest efforts to open the windows, which she had blocked with bags, and allow ventilation in the room.  He further commented that the people of this village were losing their traditional arts and skills of building as they have now begun to look down upon their time-tested ancestral methods of construction in favour of the modern day brick-cement buildings.  

Insert pic of the kitchen window blocked by bags.
COSTFORD’s attempts for developing were not just restricted to the provision of houses, but they also took initiatives in educating the people by trying to inculcate in them a sense of values and self-respect.  They have suggested them various livelihood options, such as pisciculture in the backwaters that run behind their housing colony, but to no avail.  This village is a typical example, which shows that an external agency can make a change in the lives of others only if they are willing to allow him to do so.  

Insert sketch of typical house.
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