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In Raja Vihar, a slum in northern Delhi adjacent to the Samaypur-Badli industrial area, Farooq stays in a rented room along with Vinod, Vikram, Vijay and six other workers. The room is about 20 feet by 20 feet in size. Five of the workers work in night shift; so mostly 4-5 workers are there in the room at a time. They sleep on the floor, cook in one corner, and take their bath outside in a courtyard. Together they pay a monthly rent of Rs1500. This sharing of rent is what allows them to afford the room because each earns about Rs 6000 and they have to send at least Rs 3000-4000 back to the village for their families. 
This is the snapshot of how workers live in the capital of the country. They have none of the basic facilities needed for a home: No safe drinking water; no toilets; no electricity; no privacy. Living close to their workplaces – factories in the industrial area – they rent such unhygienic places with corrugated iron roofs and unplastered                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               walls.
A house with amenities like water, electricity, proper drainage and some privacy is one of the basic necessities for human existence today. Owning such a house is a dream never likely to be fulfilled for most of the workers living in urban slums as well as in the rural areas. 

Official figures estimate that the housing shortage in India is about 1 crore. That means 1 crore families are staying in unlivable or rented accommodation. But, these are gross under-estimates. Just a few years earlier, in 2012, the government estimate was a shortage of 1.9 crore houses. The bulk of those needing houses are very poor, like Farooq. 
The poor and needy people cannot get bank loans because they can’t offer any guarantees. The growth of housing loans in recent years is mostly in the middle class. The poorer sections are still managing in slum like conditions.
According to the 2011 census, around 6.4 crore people in the country, or 17.4% of its population live in slums in unhygienic conditions. Often situated near industrial areas, there are pools of effluents and industrial wastes lying nearby where small children play. There are no dispensaries, no schools, no community halls, no transport facilities. It is common to find that epidemics like malaria, dengue etc. often break out in these bastis. Studies have found higher incidence of TB and other diseases in slums. The share of Dalit families is estimated at about 1 in five in slum dwellers, higher than their share in the population, because they are the poorest.
Women workers or family members face even more problems in these living conditions. Because of lack of toilet facilities they have to go to unsafe community toilets or even worse, to open areas like nearby railway lines. Women also bear the brunt of unhygienic conditions because they have to care for children or elderly in sickness, cook in smoke filled hovels and spend all their time amongst piles of stinking rubbish and overflowing drains. 
When the government calculates minimum wages it pays scant attention to the spending on rent. Studies have shown that in urban areas, rent and related expenditure is around 16% of the total income. This is the bare minimum that the worker is paying by cutting down on all amenities and conveniences, like Farooq. But it can be as high as 25% if the house has minimum amenities. 
Clearly governments are unconcerned and uncaring about this aspect of workers’ lives.
The public sector units established in different industries after our Independence built townships and provided housing facilities to their workers. But with the advent of neoliberal policies the number of permanent workers has come down and the number of contract workers has increased even in the public sector enterprises. The contract workers are not provided housing facility. 
Instead of addressing the serious problem of housing for the workers and the poor, ruling class parties have made it a ‘jumla’ to attract votes with some of them promising two bed roomed houses for the poor before elections and dodging its implementation after coming to power. 

Prime Minister Narendra Modi had announced with great fanfare that every Indian family will have a house by 2022. He announced that his government would provide 1 crore houses by 2019. They launched the Pradhan Mantri Awas Yojana (PMAY) in both rural and urban areas to meet this promise. Like other schemes of this government, it was a modified version of an already existing scheme, the Indira Awas Yojana. With the elections to the Parliament fast approaching the government is spending hundreds of crores of people’s money on advertisements on its achievement in providing housing to the poor. But, what is the reality? 
Less than half the target of nearly one crore homes has been built till now – about 41 lakh out of 95.4 lakh. This is according to latest data put out by the Ministry of Rural Development which is handling the rural component of PMAY. This is despite spending Rs.91,710 crore over the past three years (from 2015-16 to 2017-18). 
The urban component of the PMAY is primarily targeted for the PPP mode drawing in private builders and developers for land and housing. It is faring even worse. According to a reply given by the minister of housing and urban affairs in the Lok Sabha in March this year, just 2.1 lakh units have been sanctioned till now of which some 67,000 have been completed and 43,574 have been occupied by the owners. Estimates put the housing shortage at 1 crore in urban areas itself. So, Modi’s ‘achievements’ are negligible. For the urban component (PMAY-U) the govt. sanctioned Rs.4355.3 crore but it released only Rs.1664.46 crore of which just Rs.1250.08 crore has been utilised.
Fund allocation for the PMAY Urban has also been highly deficient mainly because like all other grandiose PPP models, it has failed to draw in private entities who are looking for quick profits, not for helping needy citizens. But the govt.’s insistence on involving private sector has meant that urban poor will continue to suffer in hovels.
An example of how good, affordable housing can be provided for workers is the Sholapur workers’ cooperative experience. Led by the CITU, beedi workers carried out a long struggle since 1992 for a govt. scheme for housing in which workers paid one third, state govt. one third and central govt. one third. Over 15000 houses have already been constructed on 50 sq. meter plots and another 10,000 are being built. There are paved lanes, water and electricity, nearby schools and dispensaries and a bus service connecting to the city. Beedi workers who used to stay in slums in Sholapur have found a new life in a healthy atmosphere in this township.
The government also needs to take policy action in prescribing that industrialists should either ensure that they provide housing for workers by building townships, or give house rent allowances as part of monthly wage. This will help in achieving housing for all rather than building houses with private sector.
But governments committed to the neoliberal policies have been cutting down budgetary allocations on welfare measures to the poor including on education, health, food security etc. They have been attacking the basic rights of the workers by amending labour laws to push back workers into virtual slave like conditions to increase the profits of the employers’ class. Can we expect such governments to take measures to ensure decent housing for the workers and the poor? Can we expect them to compel the private employers to construct townships and ensure decent housing for their workers and employees? Such expectations will only be like a mirage. 
Defeating and reversing the pro corporate neoliberal regime alone will pave the way for achieving the basic demand of the workers like housing. The ‘Mazdoor Kisan Sangharsh Rally’ on 5th September 2018 is to demand reversal of the anti worker, anti poor neoliberal regime. It is to demand alternative pro people policies that ensure all workers decent and dignified living.
Unite! Fight!

· Against the governments that work for the 0.1%

· For policies that benefit the 99.9%

