VACANT SITE AND PARK MANAGEMENT THROUGH URBAN AGRICULTURE

Urban Agriculture (UA) on open spaces has proved worldwide to be a fine way to green a city and to provide its low-income citizens with livelihoods and affordable produce.  It can take the form of vegetable-gardening if there is sufficient water or unpolluted waste-water, or of growing fodder or fuelwood, fruit or flowers.  In India as elsewhere, especially in its large cities like Bangalore with an inner-city population of 6 million, land rights are zealously guarded, especially against political and other land-grabbers.  Hence it is difficult to conceive of social acceptance or official support for laws and regulations to permit or promote the growing of food, flowers, fruit or fodder on vacant city sites by the urban poor.  Another problem is that any new regulations will lead to new ways for officialdom and regulators to cash in, invariably to the benefit of the rich who can pay best and need it least. 

So official sponsorship of UA is not presently a quick or winnable option, except in city expansion plans that permit existing orchards or vineyards to continue operating without acquisition for say 10-20 years before allowing the unrestricted sale of such land.  Instead, success is more likely by appealing to and promoting the self-interest of vacant plot-owners directly, whether official, corporate or private, with benefits to the poor as a win-win spin-off.  Four  such models are suggested below, all of which bypass the need for legislation or revision of urban-planning bylaws.

1.  Persuade owners of vacant sites to allow use of their plots  by local slum school-children as a vocational-training activity for UA until the site is needed.  This will benefit the plot-owner by protecting a site likely to be vacant for long, against squatter-colonies and encroachment.  UA will also be a defence against the common and prevalent practice of dumping debris and/or garbage in vacant lots, which costs a lot to remove eventually.  School use of plots for training little ones for future livelihoods will also appeal to plot-owners’ desire to contribute to society at no expense to themselves. They should be offered, as a gesture of gratitude, some fresh organic produce (vegetables or flowers or fruit) weekly or seasonally from the items grown. They can also be asked to specify what permanent fruit or flowering trees they would like grown on the perimeters of their plots, which will be cared for as an added advantage to them at no gardener-cost or headache for protection against cattle, pigs and goats. This will serve the twin purpose of giving UA training to kids as well as being a non-threatening way of securing permission for UA on vacant plots.   This arrangement can be with or without any written agreement or exchange of money, depending on the land-owner’s legal comfort and convenience.  

Municipal plots can be allotted to municipal schools if any.  State plots can be allotted also to associations of disabled, halfway homes for mentally challenged, war widows welfare associations etc, which often depend upon State grants.  This way the State will be reassured of retaining control and securing vacant possession whenever required: grants will cease until the sites are returned.  Also, group activities are perceived as less likely to lead to encroachments than UA permission to individuals.  Micro-credit thrift groups of 20-women cooperatives (Mahila Sanghas) are increasing in numbers with official blessings.  They can also be encouraged to try UA on public vacant lands. Matching funds can be made available under schemes like SJSRY targeted at the urban poor to provide livelihoods. Under no circumstances should any structure be permitted.  Even tool-sheds are the thin edge of the wedge of encroachment.  A well or pump-house or fencing, if required, should be constructed by the site-owner, not the group.

Of course there is the risk that some part of all these schemes, like any other, are liable to be appropriated or hijacked by those with money, muscle or connections.  Still, this will always add to employment opportunities for the poor as the more affluent or  influential persons are most unlikely to work the plots themselves. 

2.  In all our growing cities, demolition waste ends up on vacant sites, invariably deposited there clandestinely at night by debris-removal contractors who are paid by the builders for its clearance and transport.  The sites then attract local garbage dumping on these heaps.  Ground level rises to 3-6 ft above road level, when unloading becomes a problem. Then the site is covered with allergenic weeds like parthenium and the uneven surface hollows hold water in which mosquitoes breed.   When the property changes hands or construction commences, clearing this large volume of waste is a major cost.  This situation persists because the Property Tax for vacant sites is extremely low, compared to rates for built-up sites.  Also, penal interest rates for non-payment of even these low taxes is so low, that it suits most site-owners not to pay anything at all for 10-20 years until just before a sale is concluded and titles need to be clear.  As a result, not only the neighbours but often even the municipality never knows whom to approach for demanding weed clearance, nuisance abatement or payment of taxes.  Only when a notice-board threatening auction is put up on the site does some caretaker instantly appear from somewhere to protest and do the needful.  Most cities have neither time nor political will for this exercise, which is relatively unremunerative in more ways than one.

However, a few progressive cities have passed rules and regulations to abate this civic nuisance.  They either double the tax for unfenced sites, or threaten acquisition if notices to enclose their plots are ignored.  Compliance depends entirely on the strength of political will for enforcement and for property tax reform.  Sites with debris are threatened with fines for non-removal.  Sadly, such civic enforcement is still rare in India.  One way to improve matters is to motivate local resident welfare associations to collectively demand such policies from their local elected councillors, in the interest of the health and upgradation of their neighbourhoods, both aesthetically and through improved property values for all.

So these are the indirect areas to address when seeking spaces for UA.  Find ways to rapidly identify owners of vacant sites.  Make it less and less attractive and affordable to leave such sites idle. Begin to levy “additional cleaning charges” as a charge against the property under the “miscellaneous collections” permitted in most municipal byelaws, which should be about thrice the actual cost of weed-removal etc if it were to be done by the owner personally.  Civic groups should be persuaded to emphasise the improved-marketability benefits to the plot-owners of neat, clean and green sites with a perimeter of non-intrusive trees, or those that can be cut for timber and scaffolding.  One can consider persuading the city to reduce or waive property-taxes on vacant sites where trees are grown (minimum numbers per square meter area) as a way to save weeding and mosquito-control expenses for the city.

3.  Karnataka State has a “Tree Patta” (rights to trees) scheme to encourage plantings on private lands, whether urban, peri-urban or rural.   The State Forest Department signs an agreement with the occupier of the land (who may or may not be the title-holding owner) for profit-sharing on plantations.  The Forest Dept plants trees on the site, cares for them for three years at its own cost, then splits the timber-harvest profits with the owner/occupier (in some cases after deducting the cost for the first three years of maintenance).  Since the trees they are most interested in are eucalyptus (for paper and rayon factories) which can be lopped to ground level and regrown every 6-5-4 years for about 5 cycles, the Dept seeks a large enough area and a minimum 24-year agreement for such MOUs to ensure sufficient harvests to make their management efforts worthwhile.  An example is the vast area owned by the local Air Force Station for its future expansion.

This concept can be suitably modified as a Tree Patta scheme for raising quick-growing food or fodder trees on vacant sites.  The Forest Dept’s role can be replaced by Urban Horticulture or Silviculture cooperatives or institutions.  The plot sizes need not be that large, nor the contract periods that long, if short-life species  like say papaya or guava are cultivated, or custard-apple where there is little or no water.  Psychologically, tree-growing will seem more eco-friendly and less threatening than vegetable-farming to plot-owners wary of all the land-to-the-tiller legislation that has periodically protected cultivators’ interests, especially before elections in rural areas.  

The choice of crops is important. Defending ready-to-eat fruit crops against theft and monkeys may not be feasible for poor cultivators who live far from the sites they hope to manage and profit from.  Quick-growing local-medicinal plants that need processing before use, or not-immediately-edible crops like curry-leaf or amaranth (cox-comb), or fuelwood crops like ornamental loppable calliandra bushes, or cattle-proof acanthus bushes for flower-garlands may be preferable. The species selected for small inner-city plots will have to be tolerant of alkaline debris-dumps over which such crops must be grown, as urban agriculturists will not be able to afford site-clearance down to good-soil levels.

4.  Nowadays, large Indian cities are unable to find the funds to develop and maintain their civic amenity spaces as attractive parks.  Innovative administrators are beginning to create opportunities for local citizens to involve themselves in the development and maintenance of such spaces.  Vijayawada provides 75% of garden-development funds to any civic group that first deposits a minimum Rs 50,000 for such improvements.  It also allows them to construct a small corner stall whose rental income can pay for garden maintenance.  Amritsar estimates the garden labour required for a park and reimburses half the estimated wages to the residents’ association managing the park and paying for its upkeep through monthly collections.  These periodic payments are often troublesome to collect, especially those who would much rather spend their time in garden-care.  This civic approach can be broadened, especially in smaller or less prosperous towns, to allow the gardeners to undertake urban agriculture in a corner of the space and enjoy the produce as part of their wages, to compensate for the share of non-paying members.

