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Why should there be katchi abadis* at all? Why can’t every one live in a decent house, in a well planned neighbourhood, with all amenities of civic life?  Do people live in slum areas for the fun of it?  Is it the katchi abadi dwellers’ own fault that they live there, or are they victims?  These are some of the questions to be discussed in this brochure.  The most important question to be addressed,  however, is whether there are ways out of a situation in which more than one third of our cities’ population live in katchi abadis. 

Views of outsiders 

To the rich and the affluent middle classes, katchi abadis are an eyesore.  They detest their existence. Obviously so. Their own property value goes down if a katchi abadi emerges in their neighbourhood.  They look upon katchi abadis as filthy, environmentally polluted areas, prone to social evils such as drug abuse, gambling, prostitution and all sorts of crimes.  They also think that these areas are the hotbed of social and political unrest. 

Most bureaucrats, city planners, engineers and developers also detest their existence.  These abadis challenge their aesthetic sense and commercial interests.  They would like to have them bulldozed and utilize the land for more profitable uses, for high rise buildings or parks.  The existence of katchi abadis also reflects the authorities’ incompetence to keep the city environment clean and free of encroachers.  Often, they accuse the ’land mafia’ of creating these katchi abadis and NGOs for supporting them.  They are also opposed to agencies initiating development work in these areas.  

Rich and upper middle class are happy and contended in their separate, secure and ‘clean’ localities with their own transportation system, health, education, social sector facilities, underground sewerage, filtered water and their own world of supermarkets,  clubs, eateries and places of entertainment. They are not bothered about the living conditions of the poor and the problems of their daily existence. And why should they? It is the tale of two cities, two cultures, two nations, two worlds, existing side by side. In the midst of vulgar display of wealth, the poor perish. But can the elite and the planners afford to ignore any longer these katchi adabis which are currently housing 40% of Karachi’s population? Can the two cities exist in isolation? No, not any more.  

The limits of the system 

The existence, and increase in numbers, of katchi abadis have already started causing problems to out ruling elite. When 40% of the population do not own land legally, this means that the state exchequer has neither received the cost of development. nor do the utility agencies receive user’s charges.  This is not to say that the katchi abadi dwellers are not paying money for getting water or electricity, but the official agencies fail to provide these services legally. Their procedures are cumbersome; the incidence of corruption is very high.  Daily wage earners cannot afford to visit their officers for months together to get a connection. So they take it illegally and pay the linesmen and valve operators at fixed rates. They are accused of not paying, but they are paying more that what is due and are being exploited in the bargain.  In the process, the government agencies are getting poor or, while its functionaries are becoming richer. 

Obviously, the economic costs of the society’s failure to accommodate its less fortunate members are tremendous.  Utility organizations such as KESC run into huge deficits and neither proper maintenance nor any development activity can be undertaken by them (not that the rich industrialists, cinema owners, ice factories, marriage halls or influential bigwigs do not steal electricity or the labour unions do not force the management to pay fake overtime or inflated medical bills, or the top notchers of KESC do not take hefty commissions on new contracts).  But the entire burden is shifted to the consumers who pay their bills regularly.  Thus, if we pay Rs 300.— to the KESC per month, one third of the amount is to be paid for the dishonesty and inefficiency of the staff and another one third for the pilferage of electricity by the rich and the poor alike. The same system applies in the case of shelter. If the poor migrants could get a small plot of land, they would improvise a house with their own resources, building as they live there.  They are also ready to pay for water, electricity, gas, etc.  But the government fails to provide them land.  They fall in the hands of land grabbers who provide them state land claiming it as their own against almost the same price as which the government could have charged had it cared to do this job itself. 

Katchi abadi residents 

Contrary to common perception, katchi abadi dwellers are neither criminals, drug pushers, pimps, illegal immigrants, terrorists  or left-wing revolutionaries. They are ordinary, law abiding simple folks, eking out an existence. Of course all abadis have their quotas of anti-social elements and crooks. Also, there is no doubt that some of the katchi abadis provide protection to illegal immigrants, but then, no locality of Karachi is free of them. 

Very few people pay serious attention to what is happening around them. Still fewer try to know why people are migrating to the cities. Is it easy to leave the protective social network of home environment and land up in cities which do not promise much more than mere survival? Our elite does not seem to care to know where these people live when they join the teeming millions in the cities, who provides them land and essential services like water, transport, electricity, and at what cost? Hardly anybody seems to care how these migrants manage to survive. 

The rural poor come to the cities in search of jobs in the first place.  A large majority of them come for the simple reason that they can no longer survive in the countryside.  The high population growth – 3.2% per year – has rendered the countryside overpopulated.  At the same time, fragmentation of inherited holdings, deforestation, desertification, water logging and salinity are displacing agriculturalists from their land (water logging and salinity alone claim 40,000 hectares of arable land every year). Between 1951 and 1981, the per capita cropped area for rural people has dropped from 0.46 hectare to 0.31 hectare.  At the same, from the sixties onwards, the ‘Green Revolution’ has introduced mechanization, intensive use of fertilizers and irrigation.  As a result, affluent farmers have bought out the smaller ones who were unable to make large-scale capital investments.  Every tractor introduced made 13 people jobless; while the higher intensity of farming and the higher yields created on average 2 new jobs per tractor, a negative balance of 11 jobs lost remains. 

With little economic opportunities in these areas, and hardly any means for survival, people started migrating to the cities in search of work. They are involved in manual labour, hawking and similar occupations. If they are lucky, they may get a job as a peon, driver or chowkidar in a company or government office. Slowly, they integrate in the city life and improve their economic position. 

They are hard working, enterprising and creative people.  Some of them are highly skilled; others semi-skilled. They are not in search of government jobs. They want to earn their livelihood by using their ingenuity. As a matter of fact, katchi abadis are throbbing with economic activity. They are the life line of all economic activity in the city. They provide skilled workers to the industry, and are involved in a large number of innovative, small scale industries themselves. Enormous numbers of houses in katchi abadis are workshops where the entire family is involved in some sort of productive activity. 

It is the katchi abadi dwellers who provide drivers to the ‘bara sahibs’, ayas to the ‘begum sahibs’, typists to commercial firms, and all sorts of assistance in the service sector. They have the best mechanics, plumbers, electricians and foremen. They provide labour and masons for the construction activity and run the entire transport network. Can a city like Karachi survive without them for a single day?

The migrants stream into Karachi with varied skills, techniques, culture depth and values acquired from their homes in villages and towns across the country. These are the people that bring of dynamism to the city and hold the promise of economic growth and cultural as well as linguistic integration in Pakistan. 

Upon arrival in the city, they need a piece of land with minimal services on easy instalment. They need services, water, transport. They may need credit. Most of all, they need jobs. Almost without exception, it is the private or informal sector which is helping them. They have their own health care system, their own educational institutions, their own places of entertainment, their own arrangements for obtaining water, electricity, transport, sewage disposal. Most parents in katchi abadis send their children to private commercial schools. They know the value of education and do not depend on government schools which are not available everywhere and which are of a poor standard. In some katchi abadis, the literacy rate is as high as 80%. 

Types of katchi abadis

In Karachi, katchi abadis can be divided into two broad categories:

A) Old katchi abadis came into existence when over 600,000 refugees from India cam and settled here, followed by many migrants from Northern Pakistan when large scale industrialization started in the mid-fifties. On both occasions, the government was ill-prepared to accommodate such a big influx of people. As a result, they occupied whatever open spaces were available near the city centre. This activity was spontaneous and no brokers or land grabbers were involved in the process. The settlements grew haphazardly. There was no planning for roads or provision of services. 

B) Around 1970 and especially after the fall of Dhaka, anew wave of migrants came to Karachi. Again, the government was ill-prepared to receive them. Now a new phenomenon started. Sensing a big demand for new housing, a new class of people known as professional land grabbers, brokers or ‘dalals’ emerged.  They occupied vast tracts of vacant state land at the periphery of the city and parcelled it out into smaller plots for the poor and the low-income people. They followed the KDA pattern of planning and provided straight roads, commercial areas and open spaces for amenities. The needy paid them the money and got instant possession without any paper work. All services came slowly and gradually. This was the beginning of bigger katchi abadis like Baldia Township, Orangi, Manzoor Colony, Landhi. 

Katchi abadis and the government  

The emergence of katchi abadis is the ‘informal’ sector’s response to the housing needs of the poor. At the same time, it is an indication of the society’s failure in integrated planning taking grass-roots realities in view. If the economic system ensures well spread-out progress, is equitable and just, and meets the socio-economic needs of all segments of society; if city planning is in the hands of professionals having a vision and the capacity to meet the needs of this ever expanding metropolis, there would hardly be any katchi abadi in this city. But conversely, if planning and its development is dominated by powerful developers, contractors, land mafia, greedy politicians and equally corrupt and pliable bureaucrats, the city will be in a far worse mess than what we see today. 

Katchi adabis, after all, are there – and keep increasing in number and size – because about half of the population of our fast growing city are too poor to be able to buy or rent a house or a plot of land, or to obtain loans or mortgages to do so, in a legal way. Yet there are very few shelterless people in the literal sense; practically all of these poor do somehow or other find ways of sheltering themselves. Thus, it would appear that the problem is not so much of a technical or even financial nature. Rather it is the law, the regulations and the lack of appropriate planning which force a large part of the population into seeking illegal ways of obtaining a roof over their heads. 

Logically, a realistic policy of providing shelter for the poor would start from the poor’s own huge potential of finding solutions to their problems. Rather than labeling these solutions as substandard or illegal, the government’s task would be to guide and control such solutions; rather that frustrating the poor’s own initiatives, the government would do better supporting them. Such supportive policies – which have found recognition internationally since the early seventies – basically consist of two components. One is the recognition, legalization and upgradation of existing spontaneous settlements, thus integrating them into the ‘legal city’. The other half of the twin approach aims at preventing the springing up of fresh illegal settlements, by providing a legal and affordable alternative. Below, the experience with both approaches in Pakistan will be recounted. 

Regularization of katchi abadis

Early government attempts to resettle katchi abadi dwellers in built-up units (like in Korangi, 1959-60) or core housing (like the Metrovilles of the ‘70s) failed to solve the problem. From 1975 regularization and upgrading of katchi abadis became state policy initially municipal corporations were given the task to issue leases to the dwellers and to provide  about 200 katchi abadis. This was in addition to Rs 52.2 million provided under the Sindh Annual Development Plan 1986-87. However, the rate of regularization and upgrading remained painfully slow. The performance of the local councils between 1975 – 1993, and that of SKAA between 1987 – 1993, can be judged when considering that out of 1293 unauthorized settlements only 123 had been upgraded by 1993. The position with respect to the issuing of leases was equally dismal. Out of 618,815 dwelling units in katchi abadis, only 29,726 leases had been issued. This means on average less than 0.3% of unauthorized housing was legalized every year! Even when taking into account the ample 35,000 Provisional Entitlement Certificates issued during the same period, the proportion of housing legalized remains below 1% per  year, implying that at this speed, over 100 years would be required to regularize all the katchi abadis of Sindh, provided no new katchi abadis came into existence. Moreover, the Provisional Entitlement Certificates lacked any legal backing and were, therefore, useless documents, providing a semblance of legalization only. 

No wonder, SKAA’s finance has to be provided through an annual provincial government budgetary grant. When in 1990 the government, arguing that SKAA should be self-financing, discontinued this practice, SKAA has to survive on funds provided by the federal government under the Special Development Programme. Meanwhile, SKAA had a staff of about 130, including very few technical personnel, however. 

While the government has created SKAA with a clear mandate to notify, regularize and upgrade all existing katchi abadis within a period of four years, by 1992 – i.e. 5 years after its creation – SKAA had not issued one single lease. During the same period a toal revenue of Rs 1.5 million had been collected from 1117 challans issued. 

SKAA has not taken up any upgradation work; it only acted as a conduit of Special Development Prgramme funds received from the federal government to local councils. But even this money was not fully utilized. Under the Sindh Annual Development Plan 1986-87, Rs 48.16 million were released so local councils. Again Rs 98.02 million were released under the Special Development Programme, out od which Rs 52.16 remained unused. Logically, the Government of Sindh was reluctant to release additional funds for upgradation wor. 

Local councils did not allow inspection of development work by SKAA. They only submitted periodic reports about their payments to contractors engaged in development work. Manzoor Colony is a classical example of this practice. SKAA released Rs 8 million to KMC on the basis of a plan prepared by a contractor, which was hardly ever supervised by any engineer. KMC submitted a utilization report which was readily accepted by SKAA. What happened on the ground, or what was needed by the inhabitants, no one bothered to know. The concept of action research was totally unknown within SKAA which did not even undertake any theoretical or evaluative research. In practice, most of SKAA’s staff were setting idle, party also because the available transport was continually out of order or misallocated. 

In brief, SKAA hardly did any regularization work at all, and used to refer katchi abadi dwellers to their own councils when they requested regularization. However, there, the situation was almost the same, if not worse. Instead of accepting their inefficiency, incompetence and lack of vision, as an excuse for their poor performance, the officials working in the katchi abadi bureaus/ directorates created some myths and misconceptions about katchi abadi dwellers: 

Myth 1. Katchi abadi dwellers are not interested in taking leases. Since they enjoy defacto recognition of their right to occupy government land, they are not bothered to take leases. 

Myth 2. Katchi abadi dwellers are too poor to pay  lease charges which are beyond their affordability limit. 

Myth 3. Government and local councils lack the resources to regularize and upgrade these settlements. 

A fresh start in SKAA
when a fresh start for SKAA was considered, a first question that came up was about SKAA’s competence to issue leases and to undertake development work itself. It appeared that for all katchi abadis which had not been notified by the government before its creation, SKAA was not only competent, but it was its duty to take up these works with greater speed and finish it within four years’ time. 

In order to achieve this performance required by several government directives, SKAA undertook research and experiments, which soon showed a number of major hurdles in the way to smooth execution of regularization and improvement programmes. 

1. Cumbersome procedures enhancing red tape and corruption. For asking a lease, the applicant had to pass through at least 10 stages. Each stage involved several visits to various offices. It could take a couple of months before a lease was finally granted. Applicants are mostly daily wage earners. They cannot afford to leave their work and make large numbers of visits to offices. On top of that, anything between Rs 500 and 2000 was demanded as bribe at different stages by different officials. In some cases, bribes amounted to as much as the lease money itself. 

2. They development process is highly defective. It is expensive because in most cases the ground situation is not taken into account, not are efforts made to reduce the costs by changing designs. No one supervises the work. 

3. Unnecessary cuttings ate proposed for road widening. If 20-25% of the dwellers’ houses are affected in the process, these dwellers would convince others also not to apply for a lease. Resettlement for affected people is no easy task: usually land is not available for this purpose. 

4. Issuance of Provisional Entitlement Certificates appeared to serve no sensible purpose. 

5. It was found that in several katchi abadis all the basic services were in place and the inhabitants demanded nothing but the lease; yet for physical development the plans hitherto always treated katchi abadis as uniformly needing a standard set of basic facilities. 

6. Most of the physical/ occupancy surveys done and improvement plans made were substandard because enough fieldwork had not been done. 

To combat these difficulties, it was decided to review the whole process. To this end the following decisions were taken:

1. Work was to be totally decentralized Officials should go to the people, not the other way around. To achieve this objective, lease camps with a one-window operation were considered essential. All day-to-day work should be done on the spot. Small disputes should be sorted out by the learn lender with the help of the community. Only for major disputes and policy decisions, reference should be made to the Director General. 

2. The number of steps to be taken for obtaining a lease was reduced to a minimum. Issuance of Provisional Entitlement Certificates was abolished since is did not serve any useful purpose. 

3. The system should be transparent. As be involved in the lease work. They should form committees to supervise the work at different stages. 

4. The community and its leaders should be involved in the lease work. They should form committees to supervise the work at different stages. 

5. Cutting should be reduced to an absolute minimum as in most cases it is neither required nor to people easily agree to part with their excess area. 

6. To make lease rates affordable, each katchi abadis should be treated as a separate unit. To achieve this objective, it was decided to take into account all the previous development work carried out by local councils or by the councilors out of their development grants. 

7. The cost of development should be further reduced by changing designs, wherever possible. This can make the process self-financing especially so when the government has fixed the cost at a very reasonable rate i.e. of Rs 10 per square yard. 

8. It was found that the minimum basic requirements/steps before starting the regularization programme were: (a) an updated physical map of the katchi abadi; (b) an amelioration plan, and (c) a filed book containing accurate information about each plot and its occupant. 

As soon as the lease camps stated working with this simplified procedure people thronged them to file applications for leases and to pay the lease money through challans. In less than eight months. SKAA became self financing for the first time in its history. In this short time, it collected lease charges to the extent of Rs 8.967 million which was equivalent to the annual budget. The process exploded all the myths about katchi abadis dwellers so far prevalent. 

The fight for proper policy implementation 

This quick, efficient and successful implementation of the policy for katchi abadis did not fail to cause much displeasure among politicians and some of the bureaucrats. The previous poor performance of councils and SKAA had been no accident . it is in the interest of politicians and bureaucrats alike, to keep katchi abadi dwellers in their illegal situation, to delay solutions to their problems and thus, to keep them in a dependent position. Politicians tried to challenge SKAA’s competence to do its work. After it had been made clear that SKAA was merely doing what it had been created for political pressure mounted and eventually resulted in the Director General’s transfer. It was only after the installation of an interim, business government, he was reinstated. After all, also in government circles the realization has come that the existing irregular system is becoming more and more costly, and that it has reached its limits. While the costly infighting and manipulation by politicians cannot be stopped, in the meantime public organization are required to keep things moving and to limit the losses which the nation and the general public suffer by the informal system. 

Prevention 

In order to check further growth and expansion of katchi abadis and to provide shelther to the low-income groups, a complete overhaul of previous policies for land supply – and their implementation – is required. basic in this is the realization of the total failure of the formal housing delivery system, leaving katchi abadis as the only option for the urban poor. Simultaneously, a realization is required of the relative success of informal systems: apparently, there are viable and affordable solutions to the low-income housing problem. The public sector would have to learn from the informal system: why is the informal sector capable of doing what the public sector fails to do? 

Three major starting points for a successful policy for low-income land supply are: (1) the acceptance of an incremental approach. Low-income people, often having irregular incomes, can only realize their houses and the infrastructure in a flexible, incremental way. This has to be allowed and supported. By implication, traditional standards for construction and infrastructure are meaningless and even harmful, because they exclude many of the poor from access to affordable shelter. (2) Ways have to be found to provide plots of land only to those who really need such plots to love on them, and so to exclude those who want plots for the sake on investment and/or speculation only. (3) Procedures have to be simple, straightforward, transparent and efficient. 

Hyderabad Develooment Authority (HDA) has come up with an innovative solution based on these crucial starting points. In 1987 HDA started its Incremental Development Scheme, popularly known as ‘Khuda ki Basti’. In this scheme, through a process of trial and error, step wise, a new approach has been developed which is capable of overcoming to an amazing degree the common weaknesses in public low-income housing schemes. Salient features of the scheme are: 

1. The option offered should be affordable to the target group. Therefore, a very low down payment (Rs 1,000) was required. 

2. Development of the scheme is incremental. Initial services are limited to the absolute minimum: at the start only public waste supply, electricity, sewerage, gas and roads paving will be monthly deposit of Rs 50 to Rs 100. 

3. Standards prescribed only pertain to those items that cannot easily be changed later. Thus, only the lay-out of the scheme is fixed; otherwise absolutely no standards are imposed as to the quality or plan of the house. The occupants can start living in a hut, if they want to do so. 

4. A critical factor is the guaranteed and assured title to the land. Once people have that, it is amazing to note how resources are pooled by the family to invest and gradually achieved a decent house. 

5. All procedures are transparent and simple. Paper work is reduced to an absolute minimum; no experts are needed. Only 3-4 junior officers manage the entire scheme. 

6. Just as in illegal developments, the time-lag between allotment and occupation has been eliminated. Development takes place while the allottees are residing in the scheme. 

7. The allotment procedure is, therefore, another crucial aspect. It is specially in this respect that new ways have been developed to reach the target group and to exclude those who donot intent to live in the scheme after acquiring their plot. For this purpose, a reception are has been provided on the site, where the shelterless family is registered for allotment of a plot. Only if it brings all its members and entire belongings with it. A regular plot is allocated if they stay in the reception area for about a week.

8. After allocation of the plot, the family is required to live on it. No allotment orders are issued until all deposits for the infrastructure have been paid. Because of this, if the family leaves their plot, the allocation can be cancelled and the plot withdrawn from them.

9. Provision of services has been linked with cost recovery. Therefore, the public sector runs no risk of losing money. Which generally happens in public housing schemes. The scheme is entirely self-financing. All the costs of a developed plot (Rs 9,600) are borne by the inhabitants in easy deposits (no instalments!) spread over a period of eight years. 

10. Therefore the approach is replicable on a very large scale. 

From the above account, it would be clear that there are viable and affordable solutions to the low-income housing problem. It is high time that such solutions be applied widely.

