Health effects of forced evictions in the slums of Mumbai
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Repeated eviction wears away at the
household economy. Each time the
huts were demolished, the women
explained, money had to be found to
rebuild shelters. They also described
how they initially developed coping
mechanisms to offset the crisis, but
that such behaviour was subsequently
eroded by the repeated demolition of
their huts. At first money was available
from wages to buy hutbuilding
material. This, along with community
savings, was soon exhausted and
households were obliged to sell limited
jewellery and brass vessels—a common form of saving in low-income
communities. By the time of the final
eviction, many of the households had
exhausted these avenues and turned to
money-lenders. Loans, with interest
rates in excess of 100%, were rarely
paid before another loan was needed
to rebuild the shelter. As one women
told us “each time our hut is destroyed
there is less money to feed the children. Who will feed the children?”.1
This eviction, along with countless
others, has been carried out despite
Article 21 of India’s Constitutions
recognising the “right to life”.2 The
Supreme Court of India has interpreted this Article on at least two
occasions. Most recently in 1991, the
judges considered that “the right to
life includes the right to live with
human dignity and all that goes along
with it, namely the bare necessities of
life such as adequate nutrition, clothing and shelter over the head”.3 India
also ratified the United Nations
Covenant on Economic, Social, and
Cultural Rights in 1966. Article 11(1)
of the Covenant calls upon signatories
to observe the “right to . . . housing
and continuous improvement in living
conditions”.4 Despite this legal framework, it is evident that the BMC, in
striving to achieve its vision of a modern Mumbai, is ignoring the plight of
the poor of the city.
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