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Abstract 
Kolkata is a densely populated city of eastern India with an estimated population of about 10 mil-
lion and it is the fourth largest city in India (after Mumbai, Delhi and Bangalore). A huge number of 
the population has settled their family on the pavements/streets or in the unauthorized slums 
(jhupri at canal side) of Kolkata for more than 40 years after migration from different districts of 
West Bengal and its neighboring states like Bihar, Orissa & Uttar Pradesh and from the neighbor-
ing country, Bangladesh and Nepal for securing their better living and it is a continuous process. 
But, there they live without requisite facilities and it is unprotected without any doubt. This 
present paper examines living status/shelter of street dwellers of Kolkata and their strategies for 
its improvement in future. For the purpose of the study, qualitative and quantitative data had 
been collected through adopting a random purposive sampling. Five hundred members of street 
families of different parts of Kolkata were interviewed in respect of their age, sex, religion, educa-
tion, occupation, connecting person and etc. using a structured interview schedule. The informa-
tion on their better shelter had also been collected through focus group discussion. From the study, 
it reveals that safe shelter was a prime hindrance for their survival. Due to absence of this, wom-
en’s privacy and security were violated. For their better shelter the majority of them were indiffe-
rent and only 10% of them had taken initiative on their own for safe shelter at the suburban area 
of the city. 
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1. Introduction 
Shelter/housing is one of the basic human necessities. It is “an extension of human personality” (Pt. Jawaharlal 
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Nehru). It is an abode where basic human interaction takes place. The children bring up and acquire the concept 
of privacy, property, morality and decent citizenship. The social quality of life and living conditions have con-
siderable bearing on health, efficiency and well-being of a human being [1]. So, it is absolutely a productive in-
vestment. That’s why the housing has been included in our constitution as a state subject. It has become a com-
mon duty of the governments to provide the facility of shelter to all specially to the people belonging to the poor 
and vulnerable section. It has become the integral part of the overall policy of improvement of human settlement 
and economic development [1]. 

India faces a huge housing backlog because of the growth of slums, inadequate services, rising cost of shelter 
and speculation and inadequate supply of formal housing. The UN declaration of “Global Shelter Strategy— 
2001” was pursued by the central and state government in the successive Five Year Plan to frame appropriate 
policies and programmes. A National Housing Policy (NHP) had been formulated by the Government of India 
with an object to eradicate homelessness, to improve the housing condition of the inadequately housed and to 
provide a minimum level of basic services and amenities to all [2]. During the 8th Five Year Plan emphases were 
given on social housing scheme including those under the minimum needs programme in rural areas, streng-
thened role of Housing and Development Corporation and National Housing Bank, shelter for the homeless and 
footpath (pavement) dwellers and others. As per the plan, there are several initiatives in form of scheme taken 
for fulfilling the basic necessities of shelter of the people of the country [3]. Urban Basic Services was intro-
duced in 1986 with the assistance of UNICEF for provision of basic social services and physical amenities in 
urban slums. And eventually it was linked with slum clearance/improvement schemes. The scheme provides the 
assistance to the local bodies for clearance and improvement of slum area and for re-housing of slum families in 
the lower income bracket. It also included the provision of the construction of night shelters for pavement dwel-
lers in the cities and towns. 

Lastly the Kolkata Environment Improvement Project has given exclusive mileage for a better city [4]. 
But, the situation of a slum and pavement dwellers in terms of their living condition as well as safe space for 

living is in a tricky. The city uses to face a continuous flow of migration due to changing economic condition 
and absence of an alternative way of survival of the rural population. To add to it, the surplus labour in agricul-
ture and unemployment are the prime causes of migration to the city [5]. The settlement of migrant people in the 
area has classified as authorized slums and unauthorized slums. Under the category of unauthorized slums the 
“jhupri”, living at canal side and other vacant places have been included for their survival. 

The person living in the “jhupri” or in the street has developed their own household without basic necessities. 
They are basically the low-paying and unskilled labour in the city (the jobs like rickshaw pulling, rag picking, 
potteries and so forth). The female of their household is also in workforce and they use to perform the jobs of 
maidservants, rag picking, etc. The children are also deprived of their basic rights and they use to enter into the 
earning process rather than their education and other developmental needs [6]. The social, economical and cul-
tural milieu is making their life a critical position [7]. 

They have had neither almost any conscious about their living nor any initiative for their better shelter in gen-
eral as a protective measure. They usually depend on the government or others. 

The history of migration reminds that they migrated to the city like Calcutta for various reasons. Some mi-
grated just to kill their hunger or to survive; others earned money in order to purchase a piece of land in their 
village to live in; some parents came for better education of their children, adults or youths in order to learn 
skills so as to get good work. The percentage of poorest households is very high among families living on the 
street. Many are daily wage earners, rag pickers, housemaids, mobile sellers of various items such as clothes, 
aluminum/plastic utensils, low-cost household articles; and some of them are seasonal labour whose earnings are 
uncertain and not fixed. This class of families has large numbers of family members with low income. The ma-
jority of people are unskilled and do not get a good job and thus do not fulfill their economic aspiration. In some 
cases the parents are bound to send their children to work places as child labour. Because of illiteracy, they are 
unaware of various schemes of the government. So, street community people often do not access the facilities 
that might help them. 

2. Review of Literature 
In poverty studies, we find that slums account for most of the poor in the city. Most of the India’ urban poor live 
in overcrowded and unsanitary settlement, commonly known as slum and squatter settlements which are unsafe 
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and unsecured shelter without basic infrastructure and services. They are forced to live in illegal and informal 
settlement because they cannot afford shelter in the housing markets. It realizes that slum dwellers are always 
poor and they are deprived of housing, education, health and environment [8]. UNCHS [9] introduced the con-
cept of “housing poverty” which includes individuals and households who lack safe, secure and healthy shelter, 
with basic infrastructure such as piped water and adequate provision for sanitation, drainage and the removal of 
household waste. The term “slum”, thus has wider connotations implying a wide range of low-income settle-
ments with poor living conditions [10]. Urban populations have both higher needs and demands for services and 
infrastructure. Urban population growth has been fuelled by the prospects of higher incomes and also contri-
butes to the growth process at large. It is unfortunate to notice that the cities failed to deliver the promise of a 
better quality of life to the expectations [11]. The quality of basic services remained poor, resulting deterioration 
in the physical environment and quality of life by the widening gap between demand and supply of essential 
services and infrastructure [12]. The urban poor lack adequate access to services like water supply, sewerage, 
low-cost housing, education and public health. Thus the urban poor in general and the population living in the 
slum settlements, in particular have been affected most adversely by urban service deficiencies [13]. Studies also 
address the problems of urban poor, which helps to narrow the gap between the demand and supply of urban 
services in low-income communities [2] [8] [9]. 

So, the objective of the study was to find out problems of street dwellers of Kolkata relating to their shel-
ter/space and secondly, what was their strategic approach towards their better shelter. 

3. Methodology 
For the purpose of the study, qualitative and quantitative data were collected from the pavement/slum dwellers 
of Kolkata, only metro city of eastern India. Five hundred pavement/slum dwellers was selected randomly in 
respect of their age, sex, religion, education, occupation, duration of living in the street, etc through purposive 
simple sampling method. The data were collected through structured interview schedule to know their personal, 
social and economic background, health, environment, income and other aspects of their daily life in the streets.. 
The interview lasted for 20 - 30 minutes. Focused Group Discussion (FGD) was applied for qualitative data. 10 
FGD consisting 20 members of different age and sex in each group were participated. Researcher recorded ex-
tracts of the FGD. The session of the FGD was for 60 - 90 minutes in the local dialect. 

4. Result and Discussion 
4.1. Description of Street Families of Kolkata 
At Kolkata the migration is a continuous process and the population density is in upwards [5]. A large number 
of migrant population lives as a slum or pavement dwellers. These people are of rural background with or with-
out any education and as unskilled labour engulfed into the city. They have even no or little knowledge about 
the city. After getting entry they immediately take their shelter in any places even at the street so that their fami-
lies consider as street families. The study described the overall situation of the street families at the city. 

From the Table 1, it has been observed that the respondent within the age group of 35 - 45 years had domi-
nated as highest (33%) including 1% female. Among them, 7% male was staying for 5 - 10 years on the street 
and 3% of them for above 10 years who had come with their relative/known person. Among them, 1% was fe-
male. Then 15% of the same age group came to Kolkata with their relative, out of which 8% for less than 5 
years, 4% for 5 - 10 years and 3% for above 10 years was in the city. On the other hand 7% came alone in the 
city with their little knowledge about the city and among them 3% was staying for above 10 years. Secondly 28% 
of them were within the age group of 25 - 35 years and out of which 10% was female. Among them, 6% males 
living in the city since 5 - 10 years came to Kolkata with their relative and 4% female was under the same cate-
gory. Only 1% of the male were for less than 5 years. It has been noted that 13%, out of which 1% female came 
to the city alone with their relative/known person. Among them, 6% was residing since less than 5 years and 7% 
was for 5 - 10 years. But remarkably it has been seen that 5% female of 25 - 35 years came to the city alone and 
they were residing since 5 - 10 years. Thirdly 30% including 1% female of the respondents was within the age 
group of 45 years and above. Among them, 6% including 1% female was arrived with their relative/known per-
son and they were for above 10 years. 16% of them came with their relative alone and among them 12% was re-
siding for 10 - 15 years and 4% was above 10 years. On the other hand 8% of them came alone and staying for 5  
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Table 1. The street families and their history of settlement at Kolkata. 

Age group 
& sex 

Person with whom came to Kolkata 

Total 

Relative/ known person 
with family members Relative/known person single Alone single 

Duration of staying at Kolkata 

<5 yrs 5 - 10 yrs Above 
10 yrs <5 yrs 5 - 10 yrs Above 10 yrs <5 yrs 5 - 10 yrs Above 

10 yrs 

15 - 25 yrs 
M 20(4%) - - 10(2%) - - 5(1%) - - 35(7%) 

F 10(2%) - - - - - - - - 10(2%) 

25 - 35 yrs 
M 5(1%) 25(5%) - 25(5%) 35(7%) - - - - 90(18%) 

F - 20(4%) - 5(1%) - - - 25(5%) - 50(10%) 

35 - 45 yrs 
M - 35(7%) 15(3%) 40(8%) 20(4%) 15(3%) - 20(4%) 15(3%) 160(32%) 

F - 5(1%) - - - - - - - 5(1%) 

45 & above 
M - - 25(5%) - 60(12%) 20(4%) - 20(4%) 20(4%) 145(29%) 

F - - 5(1%) - - - - - - 5(1% 

Total  35(7%) 85(17%) 45(9%) 80(16%) 115(23%) 35(7%) 5(1%) 65(13%) 35(7%) 500(100%) 

 
- 10 years and above 10 years in equal number (4%). Only 9% of them came within the age group of 15 - 25 
years, out of which 2% was female. All of them were at Kolkata for less than 5 years. And among them 6% in-
cluding 2% female came with their relative with their families. 2% male came with their relative alone and 1% 
came alone. 

4.2. Description of Space of Living and Relationship with Space Providers 
After coming into the city with their relative along with families or alone, they had shared the shelter with their 
relatives in the pavement/slum locale. But in case of the person who came alone, had passed their night on the 
Railway platform or its adjacent area. Gradually they came contact with the local power leader in their living 
place and they arranged their shelter separately in exchange of money or otherwise. Their shelter was fully tran-
sitory, small and congested where they could pass their night or leisure period in anyhow. They had to cook out-
side and there was no toilet or bathing place separately. They had to use the public toilet. Interestingly the 
chance of getting shelter was not free in any case. They had to share an amount of money to the power leader or 
their relative once. But majority of them had to bear an amount in cash or kind monthly basis for their continued 
living in the street. If any family was unable to bear the same they had to supplement it other wise through pro-
viding services to the person. Some incidents were also horrible because a portion of them had to share their 
girls as entertainment to the space provider. 

4.3. The Problem Facing with Their Space of Living 
The shelter of the street families is strictly provisional and it is small and it has been developed in the over-
crowding places at pavements or at unauthorized slum. The space for living is in miserable condition where the 
violation of human rights is distinctly recordable. It is beyond the expectation and even the constitutional provi-
sions are neglected. Although the Govts. (both state and central) are well acquainted with the situation, but they 
only encase their captive vote. There were no privacy and safety in the living place. The women’s condition 
was in the worst situation without any privacy and safety in their personal life. They had to share the common-
place and they had to manage their menstrual period without any protection and security. The pregnant and lac-
tating mothers were also facing problem of insecurity. The present living condition was a violation of conjugal 
sexual life. As a consequence of the children of the families was getting orientation with the sexual act from 
their early childhood. The illicit work as they stated was mostly enjoyable to them and they were experiencing it 
with their playmates. The study noted the following problems/obstacle faced by the street families in their daily 
life. 
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• The space of living in pavement or in the unauthorized slum locale was fully temporary and eviction was the 
main threat to them to lose their shelter; 

• The space was small, insufficient and congested; 
• There was no separate provision of kitchen, bathrooms or toilets; 
• The sanitation and drainage were in the worst condition. 

4.4. Economic Condition of the Street Families 
The member of the street families of different ages were in different low paying, unskilled and semi skilled work 
available in the city as a means of their daily bread (Table 2). The women and children were also engaged in 
different works for earning. The system of their living was like as earn to live. 

From the Table 2, it has been also seen that the members of the street families were engaged in different job 
for their daily living. Highest percentage (23%) of them of male was engaged as porter of different age groups. 
While 5% of them were involved in rag picking and out which 3% of 15 - 25 years of age including 1% female. 
The females of 25 - 35 years (2%) were also in rag picking. Only 2% males of 25 - 35 years were doing the job 
of rickshaw pulling. Of the females 8% of different age were securing their earnings from the job of maidser-
vants where the 25 - 35 years age was the dominating group (5%). Of them, 8% were operating the tea stalls in 
pavements and 14% of them was daily labourer, out of which 2% of 25 - 35 years was females. But 22% of 
them were engaged in otherwise job which not had been disclosed and among them 4% were females. 

The street families were maintaining their daily survival with basic needs from their earning. But they were 
mostly incurring their earning for their entertainment purpose matching with the city life. They had the modern 
entertainment machineries like television, and video cassette players, etc. in their household. They were almost 
beyond the practice of saving. 

4.5. Women and Girls in the Street Families 
The women and girls of the families had extended their helping hands to restore their survival. They had taken 
their responsibilities to jointly manage their household set up. Beyond their household chores they were also in 
earning process. But the basic needs and rights of the females in the families were not looked properly. The rela-
tionship in the family was truncated in general. The system of endogamous marriage at an early age was wide-
spread. The pre-marital sex and pregnancies among the teen girls was significant in their life cycle. The marital 
conflict and marital discord were very much common to them. The extra marital relation was one of the causes 
of their conflict. Secondly they had a competitiveness and conflict in their occupation/jobs. The women educa-
tion was not so much the matter of concerned to their families. The girls were attending only the education cen-
tres run by the Non-Government Organization (NGOs) in the area. It was their general scope of basic literary 
 
Table 2. Occupational pattern in respect of their age and gender. 

Nature of occupation 

Age groups 

Total 15 - 25 years 25 - 35 years 35 - 45 years 45 years and above 

M F M F M F M F 

Rag picking 10(2%) 5(1%) - 10(2%) - - - - 25(5%) 

Porter 10(2%) - 30(6%) - 30(6%) - 45(9%) - 115(23%) 

Rickshaw puller - - 10(2%) - - - - - 10(2%) 

Hackawing - - 20(4%) - 30(6%) - 40(8%) - 90(18%) 

Maid servant - 5(1%) - 25(5%) - 5(1%) - 5(1%) 40(8%) 

Tea stall 5(1%) - 5(1%) - 10(2%) - 20(4%) - 40(8%) 

Daily labour - - 5(1%) 5(1%) 30(6%) - 30(6%) - 70(14%) 

Others 10(2%) - 20(4%) 10(2%) 60(12%) - 10(2%) - 110(22%) 

Total 35(7%) 10(2%) 90(18%) 50(10%) 160(32%) 5(1%) 145(29%) 5(1%) 500(100%) 
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and numerical skill development. But it was for a certain period depending upon the follow up of the service or-
ganization (NGOs). These NGOs were in the process to generate awareness for their schooling and it was also 
admitting them into formal school for further education. But the monitoring and support of the families were the 
reason for their dropped out at an early stage. As a result of this they had to look after their household chores 
and gradually they had to enter into the work force for earning. The women folks in street families were se-
riously in far away for their equity and justice. The joint family management and decision making in the families 
had acquired little place. So, the male domination and negligence had put them in darkness in spite of living in 
the Metro city like Kolkata. Their womanhood was in traditional norms of doing household chores, sexual ful-
fillment and procreation of children and so forth. The extra marital relations were frequent in their families. A 
significant number of women and children were left by their counterpart. The health condition of the women and 
children in the families were not getting proper attention. As consequence of this the women were suffering 
from reproductive tract infection and other sexual diseases. 

4.6. Plan for Their Better Shelter 
The members of the street families were about 36% conscious about their better shelter and they were in search 
of their alternative shelter in the suburban area of extended Kolkata. And if they get chance from any corner 
they might settle their problem of shelter. On the other part majority 54% of them were apathetic about their 
better shelter. But they were in firm believed that the Govt.’s would help to manage their improvement shelter. 
Only 10% of them had already purchased the land for their housing in the suburban area of the city and they 
were very much enthusiastic to shift themselves. For this they were already making the necessary savings to 
meet their desired needs. 

But it has been seen that for their better shelter their consciousness and competitiveness were not so permis-
sive. The level of initiative with neighbours to fulfill their common need collaborate was absent in their mind. 
They were making a self centric plan for their safe shelter. Interestingly, when their kins or their relatives were 
in the same place, they were taking separate initiative for their shelter. 

5. Conclusions 
The Kolkata is the gate of eastern India for commerce and business. The city has absorbed the people of differ-
ent corners for their survival with their basic needs. Rapid industrialization and urbanization have been added to 
make it a central point of attraction to the people. The migration of population of different parts of the country is 
in a continuous process. But it is not only absorbed the so-called higher educated and professional, the unem-
ployed and surplus labour in agriculture in rural is also getting opportunity to live in the city with a common 
purpose of earning. But the safe and secured shelter is the most challenging issue with the population of the city. 
Urban housing development has given the place of living with the people who are skilled and professional and 
economically well equipped. But for the population who are poor, unskilled, little or no education, the shelter is 
a prime hindrance for living in the city. They have mainly chosen the pavement and unauthorized slums for their 
living where they have to face various obligations. Again a large number of them has been chosen the railway 
platform and it’s surroundings for their space of living. However, after coming into the city they have set up 
their household with other members of their families. The street families are seriously in difficult condition so 
far as their space for living is concerned. The shelter is temporary, small and congested one. There is no bath-
room and toilet, etc. The condition of the women and girls in their family is worst one. The privacy and safety 
are violated in their family. The incidents of the sexual abuse or molestation are common at their early age. 

The people of street families were engaged mostly in unskilled and low paying job and all the members of the 
families were almost in earning process. Among them, 23% were as porter, 5% of them were as rag picker and 
18% of them were doing the job of hawkers. The females were doing the job of maidservants and rag picking 
and it was 8% and 3% respectively. Some of them were also operating tea stalls in the street. But they were 
mostly using their earning for their daily bread and personal cause. 

Most of them were neglecting the issue of their safe shelter and only 10% of them were conscious about their 
better shelter. The above situation had made a worse condition when the women dignity and respect was in vi-
olation. In their families the marital conflict and discord were high in nature. 

So far as their shelter was concerned the majority of them were expecting help from the Govt. Their own in-
itiative for their better shelter was not so much because of their low earning. The assistance from another source 
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can help to restore their space of living where all the benefit and facilities would be there and the women and 
girls privacy and safety would be ensured. 

6. Recommendations 
The safe and secure shelter is a present day global issue throughout the world. In both rural and urban society 
large population of the world is under the open sky. It is one of the main aspects of human rights. But the right 
to shelter is not getting so much priority to the policy makers matching with the requirement. There are so many 
organizations raising their voice for better shelter for the people of all corners. In India a large number of popu-
lations are shelterless. The government level various policy and program like Indra Awas Joyna, etc. have been 
taken under implementation. But it is not fulfilling the required needs. Further the selection process and other 
criteria have become burden to choose the needy rightly. Simultaneously rapid urbanization and migration of 
rural people into the city have been creating problems of shelter in the city or town. Therefore, they are choosing 
the street/pavements or unauthorized slums for their shelter. The scenario of Kolkata is more complex. The mi-
grated people of lower income group or unskilled population have developed their shelter in the street. The 
shelter in all aspects is unhygienic, congested and temporary one. From the study it has been seen that the street 
families were adopted, the situation as it was their fate and fortune. They were not so much conscious about 
their shelter. The women privacy and security were unprotected. Only a limited number of populations had tak-
en the initiative. So, the following suggestion and recommendation might be followed for better shelter of the 
street families. 
• The consciousness for better shelter would be generated among the members of the street families through 

education on savings individually or jointly for their better shelter. 
• The housing needs would be attentively placed by which their interest on the same would be respected. 
• The alternative earning facilities would be introduced among women specially. 
• The initiative for a joint venture among the members of the street families would be encouraged as an ap-

proach of good neighbourhood. 
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