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folly on Private Wheels

In Mumbai, you cannot travel on top of a train any more. Western Railways has decided that it will 
not run a train if even one person is found sitting on the roof. Excellent. How could anyone object? The 
railways are concerned that people will get electrocuted as they have switched from 1,500 volt DC to 
25,000 volt AC current for the suburban electric trains.

But people hang on to the roofs of trains not because they enjoy the cool air. They do so because 
there is no place in the compartments below. Or they just cannot afford to buy a ticket.

Despite all this, Mumbai’s suburban rail network - one of only four major cities in the country to 
boast of one - has a great deal going for it. In fact, until the 1960s, Mumbaikars were spoiled for choice 
of public transport - trams, buses, taxis and the trains. You did not need a car. Indeed, it was difficult 
to own a car unless you had a good deal of money. Everyone used public transport, unless they were 
rich, or in government.

A sensible government would have invested five decades back to enhance all modes of public 
transport, given that they benefit the majority. Nothing of the kind has happened. Instead investment 
has facilitated the movement of private motorised vehicles- two- and four-wheelers.

Meanwhile, the aam aadmi, unable to access the roofs of trains, continues to figure out a way to 
squeeze into railway compartments that lack even breathing space.

The crisis faces not just Mumbai. Every big city in India is facing similar choices - how do you 
provide the majority of urban residents safe, affordable, and clean forms of transport? By doing so, 
you also save our cities from becoming the most polluted in the world, a dubious distinction that they 
have already earned. In India’s three largest cities, levels of suspended particulate matter (SPM) and 
respirable suspended particulate matter (RSPM) are three to four times higher than acceptable levels 
set by the World Health Organization.

The principal cause of this is vehicular emissions. The growth of motorised vehicles in India at 10% 
per year is higher than the growth of the GDP.While the population in India’s six major metros grew 
1.9 times between 1981 and 2001, the vehicle population grew 7.75 times. Over one-third of the total 
number of motorised vehicles in India are in our metropolitan cities, where only 11% of the population 
lives. Delhi alone accounts for 7% of all motor vehicles.

reprinted from http://www.dnaindia.com/opinion/main-article_folly-on-private-wheels_1359128 with permission from the author
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Vehicular emissions increase when the speed of vehicles slows down. In most cities, including 
Delhi & Mumbai, peak-hour speeds are down to 5-10 km per hour, resulting in a five-fold increase in 
all pollutants.

If the foul air does not kill you, crossing a road will. In 2001, more than 80,000 people were killed 
in road accidents in India and the rate of fatalities is growing at just under 5% per year. Half the traffic 
fatalities in Delhi are of pedestrians, 10% of bicyclists, 21% of motorcyclists & 3% of car occupants. In 
Mumbai, 80% of traffic fatalities are of pedestrians.

The mortality rate in India in road accidents is 8.7 per 100,000 as compared to 5.6 in the UK, 5.4 in 
Sweden, 5 in the Netherlands and 6.7 in Japan. If you take the ratio of mortality per 10,000 vehicles, 
India’s rate jumps to 14 as compared to under 2 in the industrialised countries.

Road fatalities and air quality will improve if there is better public transport. This is not rocket 
science. Yet, in every big city, new investment is geared towards facilitating movement of private 
motorised vehicles.

The new schemes announced for Mumbai, for instance - two more sea links, an expressway and an 
elevated road - costing thousands of crores of rupees, will help only a fraction of the population. And 
while people and offices have moved to the north and east of the city, the planners are working out 
ways to transport people to the south of the city - which hosts mainly government offices.

Perhaps this explains why successive governments pay only lip service to public transport. In 
Mumbai, politicians, bureaucrats & top corporates live & work in south Mumbai. In other cities, too, 
they live close to their offices. They do not need public transport.

Unlike the West, where the rich moved to the suburbs as cities grew, in India the poor are pushed 
out while the rich occupy prime real estate in the centre of cities. The poor commute. Their concerns 
do not dictate development policy. Indian cities exemplify that tragic reality.

They forage the city, collecting and sorting often hazardous waste when the city sleeps and by 
day they are gone. Most of them are women and we have no long-term policy in place that looks at 
their welfare or health…

Oil and water do not mix as the Americans are being forced to accept with the tragic oil spill from 
a British Petroleum oil rig in the Gulf of Mexico. For almost two months now, the struggle to cap the 
oil well and protect large sections of the country’s coastline from being devastated has been the 
top story in the news and the major concern of the US administration. It is an environmental crisis of 
gigantic proportions, and purely man-made. Whether in the long-term this will compel Americans to 
think again about their dependence on fossil fuels and seriously embark on the path of scaling it down 
and encouraging alternatives remains to be seen. At present, one finds little expression of this in the 
discussions around the oil spill.

On a much smaller scale, and not so dramatic, was the “accidental” exposure to radiation that 
affected workers and waste collectors in Delhi a few months ago when they handled radioactive 
material. At the time when this unfortunate incident took place, the issue of waste disposal, particularly 
hazardous waste, made the headlines. Follow up articles were written. The lives of those who live off 
collecting and sorting waste came into our line of vision. But then the issue disappeared.

Horror stories
Every now and then we keep reading similar horror stories linked to waste disposal such as the 

one about the garbage mountain in Jawaharnagar near Hyderabad where three waste collectors were 
buried under heaps of garbage. The body of one of them, a 15-year-old boy, was retrieved. But the body 
of a woman also buried was never traced. Long term policies that ensure that the safety and health of 
those who do such an essential job - “a community of silent environmentalists” someone called them 
- are not such a high priority any more. One reason is that the people affected are virtually invisible.

Waste collectors around India work silently, often late into the night, sorting out mountains of 
waste, foraging for anything that can be sold. If you walk down some streets of central Mumbai after 
11 at night, you will see an army of waste collectors. Men, women, children are all hard at work. They 
work through the night and finally manage to get some sleep on the doorsteps of the shops on those 
streets. By daylight they become invisible, having stowed their belongings in boxes behind the signs 
of the shops on whose doorsteps they sleep. These are the people of the night, not noticed by those 
who inhabit the areas in the day.

Invisible environmentalists
reprinted from http://www.hindu.com/mag/2010/06/13/stories/2010061350060300.htm with permission from the author
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What is often not entirely appreciated is that a substantial percentage of waste collectors is women. 
According to a study by the Stree Mukti Sangathan, a group that has organised women waste collectors 
in Mumbai, 85 per cent of waste collectors in the city are women, five per cent are children and 10 
per cent are men. The majority of them are Dalits and landless people who came to the city because 
of drought in their villages. The age group ranges from 7 to 70 years and 98 per cent of them are 
illiterate. A survey by the Brihanmumbai Municipal Corporation of 60,000 waste collectors found a 
similar proportion: 60 per cent women, 20 per cent men and 20 per cent children.

Studies have revealed that 90 per cent of the women waste pickers are primary bread-winners, often 
widowed or deserted. It is interesting how the sexual division of labour plays out even in the business 
of waste. While women, and children, do the more hazardous job of sorting and separating the waste, 
the men deal with the dry garbage, which they transport to wholesalers and factories. 

As a result, it is the women who are exposed to hazardous waste - none of them wear any kind of 
protective gear - and also face the physical problems of constantly bending and carrying headloads of 
the waste. Look at any group of waste collectors and you will spot the bent old women who have been 
performing this function for decades.

All their wealth
In the slum-city of Mumbai, waste collectors experience the most acute degree of homelessness. 

While poor people in other kinds of jobs somehow manage to find some shelter in a slum, irrespective 
of whether it is legal or illegal, waste collectors sleep next to the garbage they have sorted. This is their 
“wealth”, something they have to protect after they have collected and sorted it until they can monetise 
it. Hence, near many garbage dumps, even in the better off localities of cities like Mumbai, you see 
families of waste pickers asleep in the morning. And most often you see only women and children.
As a result of advocacy and campaigns by civil society groups, many cities have now recognised the 
work of waste collectors and given them some legitimacy. This is an important step but it is clearly not 
enough. The issues of safety and health have also to be addressed even as their contribution to the 
city and the environment is recognised.

Why bring up waste collectors at a time when the main environmental issues being debated are the 
larger issues of global warming, or environmental disasters such as the oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico? 
Because you cannot speak of environment without considering the impact on the lives of people. We 
have hundreds of small-scale and continuing environmental disasters taking place all around us. But we 
overlook them so long as they do not impact our lives or our lifestyles. Millions of waste pickers in India, 
who play a crucial role in dealing with the perennial environmental crisis of waste, risk their lives and 
their health every single day. This is an on-going environmental issue that requires as much attention 
from ordinary people, the media and policy makers as the larger macro issues.

_Kalpana Sharma
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