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Can information and communication technologies, big data
and social media expand people’s choices and enable them to
live happier and more dignified lives in cities? Since 30% of the
world’s urbanites live in slums or slum-like conditions, including
nearly 100 million in India, this article investigates this question
from their point of view.

All efforts at data collection and use for urban planning
are currently owned and managed by governments, large
companies, or universities. While most of the data is about
people, they are not stakeholders in its collection and use. This
article emphasizes three major potentials of new information
technologies that can help democratize urban development
for all. The first one is to do “evidence based” urban design,
planning and architecture, so the crude and often biased
categories upon which zoning and building laws are based can
be made more sensitive to existing realities. The second one is
to use advanced data analytics and complex computer models to
test out assumptions before, during and after implementation,
and solve issues and problems along the way. Cities are not
static, and new technologies give us tools to design them as
dynamic processes. The last, and the most potent benefit of data
and information technologies can be to empower users to collect
and use their own data to make decisions for themselves. The
projects described below seek to do just that.

Organizations
URBZ started its work in 2008 in Dharavi, an informal
settlement of approximately 700,000 people in Mumbai.
According to Matias Echanove, who co-founded URBZ along with
Rahul Srivastava and the author of this article, calling Dharavi
a “slum” ignores its complexity and dynamism. Dharavi is the
ultimate user-generated city built by the collective intelligence
of its 700,000 residents who live in its 80 distinct nagars
(neighborhoods). No architect, planner or government can
take any credit for it. It has been incrementally developed and
crowd-sourced through generations of residents upgrading their
shelters and businesses according to their needs and means,
while contributing nearly a billion dollars per year to Mumbai’s
economy. But the fear of eviction is an ever-present shadow
for the residents of Dharavi. Most of them are deemed by the
authorities to be illegal occupants of this land in the heart of
Mumbai, which the government is now very keen to redevelop
for higher income housing and offices.

URBZ launched dharavi.org, the first ever website
developed with and for the people of Dharavi, which changed
the perception of Dharavi from that of a place of despair to a
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pp. 118-119: Scenes of continual
improvement in Dharavi, reputedly
Asia’s largest slum. Photo by Niccolo
Gandolfi, courtesy of URBZ. Opposite:
1) Dharavi’s chaotic sprawl contrasts
with Mumbai’s rising skyline; 2) Even
within Dharavi, public spaces appear
to be respected and maintained within
a largely self-organized community.
Photo by Niccolo Gandolfi courtesy
of URBZ; 3) In Dharavi as in other
parts of Mumbai, residents have taken
charge of their future. Thousands of
small homes are rebuill, repaired or
expanded everyday all over the city.
The construction industry is lead by
self-made professionals, who have
learned their craft on the job; 4)
Dharavi residents who are building
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their own city; 5) Man is building
something in the courtyard outside
government housing. Tenements

by MHADA (Maharashtra Housing
and Area Development Authority)
are depressing examples of what
developers and government officials
offer as an alternative to the vibrant
homegrown neighborhoods like
Dharavi; 6) Dharavi, the potters’
neighborhood, is an example of
informal settlements where 60%

of Mumbai’s population lives ; 7)
Arbitrary laws, such as destruction of
homes over 14 feet in height can be
replaced by more sensitive laws with
the use of big data. All photos on pp.
118-125 except as noted by Julien
Gregorio, courtesy of URBZ.
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place of vibrant hope. In its first year, it had 100,000 visits,
250 registered users, and hundreds of comments by residents,
visitors and researchers. The URBZ philosophy of experimental
urban research and activism has resulted in work such as the
household water survey conducted with the children of Dharavi
photographing and documenting water use in their own homes.
Such work has provided empirical evidence that self-upgrading
settlements like Dharavi are socially and economically superior
to any top down redevelopment schemes that governments or
developer have built so far. If given secure tenure and basic
infrastructure, places like Dharavi can develop themselves by
improving their homes and neighborhoods through strong
community networks. Through workshops such as “Urban
Typhoon”, “Mashup”, and “Dukaan (shop upgrading)
URBZ has helped the residents of Dharavi re-envision their
neighborhood. URBZ has also organized participatory planning
and design workshops with residents facing similar issues in
other cities in India, and in Tokyo, Istanbul and Sao Paulo.
Architects, planners, artists and students from around the world
come to these workshops to work alongside local residents and
builders. The best role an expert can play in places like Dharavi
is that of a facilitator. The “Handstorm” workshop, conducted in
Shivaji Nagar earlier this year challenged participants to not just
brainstorm, but engage in creative manual involvement with the
local people who are most familiar with their neighborhood’s
problems to build quick and easy urban improvements.

Another organization in Dharavi that believes fiercely
that data on slums should only be collected by slum dwellers
themselves is SPARC (Society for the Promotion of Area Resource
Centers). SPARC works closely with its sister organization Slum
Dwellers International (SDI) in over 20 countries to create
institutional arrangements where communities own and control
organizations that provide services to the poor.
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In 2000 in the city of Mumbai, the Indian affiliate of SDI
demonstrated to the government and World Bank how
communities facing relocation could undertake their own
household surveys to produce quality data for relocation
processes. They designed and executed their own relocation
plans and produced a policy, which today guides public
infrastructure projects in the city to address its challenges
with relocations rather than evictions. 18,000 households
have been relocated to houses with land security and basic
amenities as a result.

- Sheela Patel, co-founder of SPARC

While drivers in New York City and New Jersey can now
download an application to spot and report where potholes are,
crowdsourcing of information on infrastructure (or the lack of it)
is also happening in places like India. Janaagraha in Bangalore
leverages communication technologies to encourage citizens to
report civic issues relating to roads, drains, traffic, transport,
water supply and corruption etc. Video Volunteers empowers
residents in rural areas to become citizen journalists by video
recording non-functioning schools or broken roads for local
governments to take action. Transparent Chennai is another
innovative NGO that aggregates, creates and disseminates data
and research about important civic issues, including those facing
the poor. Their GIS (geographic information system) maps make
it easier for the government to take action, and for people to
hold the government accountable. The overarching goal is to
enable residents to have a greater voice in planning and city
governance. Google Maps API and OpenStreetMap have gone a
long way in enabling such activism.

Social Capital Credits: A services-for-services model
S0CCs — or Social Capital Credits - is another digital concept
that seeks to bring transformative change in the lives of the
poor by deploying innovations in information technology. It

is a community currency for social good developed by Asia
Initiatives, a not-for-profit organization. Planned for a bigger
roll-out via the digital SoCC Market, its pilot projects in India
and Ghana are already showing the power of this methodology
while nurturing communities, developing local leadership and
pride. The SoCCs project in Kumasi, Ghana, which is being done
in partnership with the Millenium Cities Initiative of the Earth
Institute at Columbia University, is incentivizing poor market
women to avail themselves of healthcare and micro credit.
People in Kotputli, Rajasthan are trading the public good they do
for skill-building classes that enable them to get jobs. The pilot
in Madurai, India — with the Dhan Foundation - is designed

to mobilize local communities to restore the highly polluted
Vaigai River. The holistic approach in this pilot includes waste
management, non-polluting agricultural and crafts practices, bio
swales and usable public spaces along the riverbank. Another
pilot underway in Curritibat, Costa Rica is sponsored by the local
government there.

S0CC Managers work with communities to develop SoCC
earning and SoCC spending menus. In communities where
governments are unable to provide even basic services, SoCCs
can be earned for waste management, micro infrastructure
building, paving or maintaining streets, improving neighborhood
safety, getting children vaccinated, or tutoring etc. Earned
S50CCs can then be redeemed for products and services such as
telephone talk time, skill building courses, home improvements,
healthcare, school scholarships and so on. SoCCs is particularly
relevant for unemployed youth and senior citizens who have
much to contribute but are hampered if money is the only
medium of exchange. Just as carbon credits encourage and
reward environmental responsibility using market mechanisms,
SoCCs encourage social responsibility using market mechanisms
and help price community values into the economy at a
premium to values of consumerism. The build-out of the SoCC
Market will enable trades to be conducted via text messages
on ordinary mobile phones, just like MPesa, the revolutionary
system in Kenya that is bringing micro banking within reach of
any one with a mobile phone.

The SoCC system is committed to making communities
stakeholders in gathering their own data as their own intellectual
property. Each use of this data will generate benefits, akin to a
royalty, to the communities. By logging on to the SoCC Market
on a computer or mobile kiosk, community members will not
only be able to see the SoCCs transactions in their community,
but also learn about initiatives other communities are taking to
improve their homes and neighborhoods, fostering peer to peer
(P2P) learning.

What is smart? Future historians may scoff at the decades
since 1980, when the world’s highest paid financial and
corporate leaders used shareholder value as justification for
ignoring the sustainability of the planet and the well-being of
its inhabitants. A system that allows Earth’s non-renewable
resources to be plundered, and denies nearly half of the world’s
population the dignity of reasonable shelter, livelihood and
health is not smart. It results in religious fundamentalism,
terrorism, unsafe cities and countries, and wars. Big data
and digital technologies can help solve many of the world’s
problems, but only if these are driven by humanistic priorities
and not just financial ones.
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Opposite, top: A view of URBZ’s
headquarters in Govandi, a
neighbourhood of Mumbai. This more
affluent area also reflects Mumbai’s
colorful spirit of a self-improvement.
Photo by Bharat, courtesy of URBZ.
Opposite, middle: An URBZ workshop
consulting local Dharavi residents.
Photo courtesy of URBZ. Opposite,
bottom: URBZ conducted a water
survey by asking local children to
document water use in their homes.
Photo courtesy of URBZ. This page,
above: Transparent Chennai maps
urban data relating to Chennai’s slums,
as well as other civic infrastructure
and services. Image courtesy of hitp://
transparentchennai.com, map data
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©2014 Google. This page, below: SoCCs
diagram. Image by Jeenal Sawla for
Asia Initiatives, courtesy of Geeta
Mehta.
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Opposite, 3 photos: Women appear to
play an pivotal role in Dharavi’s labor
force. Photos by Niccolo Gandolfi,
courtesy of URBZ. This page: the
make-shift mosque every Friday night
in Dharavi underscores the social
capital of poor communities that can
be leveraged by SoCCs to help improve
self-evolving neighborhoods. Photo by
Sytse de Maat.
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