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Making evaluations work for 
SPARC NSDF and Mahila 

Milan: Being rigorous about 
social change  



Assessing social change group 



Cities in India 
•  The tale of two cities in 

one space 

•  30%-50% of city is 
informal 

•  Implications this has on 
equity, poverty, health, 
violence and crime and 
democratic functioning 



Urban poor and their housing 
options •  40% of India’s 

1.3 billion+  now 
live in urban 
areas. 

•  Between 
30-60% of those 
who live in Cities 
live in informal 
dwellings. 

• Almost every 
such household 
must face 
evictions and 
survive them for 
at least 2 
decades before 
some form of 



Facts and Fiction about 
Housing 

•  World over 80% of 
housing stock is 
provided by the poor  

•  Government policies to 
help end up being 
unaffordable, un-
executable by the state, 
get used by better off 
sections of society. 

•  While government, 
bilateral and multilateral 
polices plan vertical 
centralized systems 
people need horizontal, 
decentralized system 



How poor 
communities 
 get land for 
housing •  Communities get land 

by grabbing 
•  The state and the poor 

wage a war of attrition. 
where both lose, but 
poor lose more 

•  Those that survive 
begin to get 
entitlements 

•  Norms and standards 
imported from the north 
make secure shelter 
options unaffordable. 



How the poor 
view housing? 
In the past and 

sometimes in the 
present: “Todna 
tumhara Kaam 
Ghar Banana 
Hamara Kam” 

Future : “Give us 
secure locations 
and we will build 
our houses. Work 
with us!” 



About us 
1974 national slum Dwellers 

federation 
1984 SPARC  
1986 Mahila Milan  

Alliance established in 
1986-7 

•  Interwoven symbiotic 
relationship of trust 

•  Starting with the poorest 
•  Central participation for 

women 
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Search for a solution that works 
for the bottom 30% 



MAHILA MILAN 
Women and savings groups as the anchor 

NATIONAL SLUM DWELLERS FEDERATION 
7500,000 households 
70 cities in 9 states 

SPARC 

(NGO) 

SSNS (Nirman) 
non profit development co. 

THE INDIAN ALLIANCE 

Sadaak Chaap 

1984- 



City 

Province 

 National  
( NSDF, Mahila Milan ) 

Transnational  
( SDI ) 

Slum/Shack 
Dwellers 
International 
( SDI ) now 
operates in 
33 countries 
across Asia, 
Africa and 
Latin 
America 

Global Networks 
for local 
transformation:  

1996- 



Understanding  
how we work 
•  The people we bring 

together are the poor, the 
communities with no clout, 
no power, no capacity to 
make systems deliver to 
them or make demands on 
what others in cities can do 
for them.  

•  The only asset the poor 
have is collectiveness, and 
a capacity to scale their 
levels of organization 
through sheer volume. That 
is what merits attention! 



Critical elements of  
that perspective 
•  Almost all poor 

households squat on 
vacant land because 
there is work for 
them in cities but no 
arrangement to stay  

•  They have to defend 
that right until the 
state and city accept 
they are not going 
back to their 
villages! 



How does this translate into a 
strategy for SPARC  

NSDF and Mahila Milan represent a bridge 
between a sea of communities and the formal 
urban world. They facilitate communities to 
undertake “federation Rituals” which build 
their capacities to participate in a 
transformation emerging from their 
aspirations. 

SPARC provides the bridging support to these 
social movements, manages finances, 
facilitates negotiations and supports the 
projections of these strategies. The alliance becomes a bridge between the urban poor and 

the city/state 



The focus on the 
urban safety net for 

the poor 
Land, Housing and Basic 

infrastructure i.e. access 
to water, sanitation, 
drainage, garbage 
clearance and electricity 
are vital to addressing 
issues of Urban Poverty 

The alliance believes that 
unless communities create 
demands and participate in 
creating solutions nothing 

will happen. 



What have been the 
challenges 
Communities and their 

federations produce 
solutions in 
diametrically 
opposite way to how 
professionals do. 

Financing, 
communicating and 
scaling these 
solutions requires 
acceptance that 
their ways of 
working are effective 



The area resource center geographic location 
vital for the federations: also understanding the 
means and ends of the rituals 



Examining the 
Rituals: 
Exchanges: at 
different levels for 
different purposes •  Leaders of the poor 

 ( like all of us) learn 
best from Peers, from 
seeing the transformation 
and meeting people who 
made change happen 
themselves 

•  Networks and long 
standing mobilization 
emerges from this 



Examining the 
Rituals: 
Savings 

•  Daily savings and 
loans managed by 
women’s collectives 

•  Community ATMs 
anytime anywhere 
any amount 

•  “we collect people 
not just money” 

•  Women come to the 
centre of the 
process of change 



Examining the 
Rituals: 
Enumerations 

•  Every community 
collects information 
about themselves 

•  The alliance works 
to make it 
recognized by the 
state 

•  Enumerations 
mobilize and 
organize 
communities 

•  Knowledge is power 
•  Aggregation 

produces 



Examining the 
Rituals: 
Precedent Setting 

•  Breaking of rules 
and norms to 
demonstrate what 
works for the poor. 

•  Designing of scaling 
federation style. 

•  Training 
communities to drive 
the change process. 



Examining the Rituals: 
Negotiations -federations 
style 
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•  First ensure internal 
consensus about what 
you negotiate.  

•  Explore a strategy and 
share it. 

•  Bring negotiations to 
your locations. 

•  Ensure wide public 
participation in the 
dialogue. 

•  Change roles and 
relationships 



Understanding the local to local as a 
National  networking tool 

•  The right to the city 
•  Transform evictions into 

negotiated land security 
dialogue 

•  Demonstrate in situ and 
Relocation driven by 
communities  

•  The minimum universal 
sanitation Campaign 

•  Move from project to city 
wide strategies 

•  Community manages 
construction 

What we share with cities and state 
governments in India 



What makes these investments special 
and different from other causes? 

They are being initiated 
by slum communities. 

They are encouraging 
cities to make 
investments. 

They bring change at 
local and global levels 
to allow communities to 
participate centrally in 
change 
They produce partnership between the Municipal 

Corporation and the city’s poor which will lead to other 
changes. 



How we describe this process 

•  Federation building 
is the goose that 
lays golden eggs  

•  Projects are the 
golden eggs 

•  No pain no gain 
risks have to be 
taken and 
federations help 
share risks 

•  Scale develops 
within the process 
through exchanges 
and precedent 
setting 

•  Symbiotic 
relationships and 
institutional 
arrangements 
produce 
sustainability  



The illustration of the two most 
vulnerable groups 

Pavement dwellers (1985) 
•  Live on pavements so 

no entitlements  

Railway slum dwellers 
(1986) 

•  Live next to the railway 
track 

Both groups facing most evictions, no NGOs had worked with 
them as they looked like lost cases.  
SPARC Mahila Milan and NSDF started with them in the mid 
1980s 
Both became federations after enumerations 
Both got “slum status in 1995 with the formation of SRA 
Both had to accept relocation as a means to get secure habitat. 
In both instance the opportunity arose when large infrastructure 
projects came into the city 



28 000 pavement dwellers in Mumbai…  



1985: supreme court 
judgment and we the 
invisible 

1995: SRA includes 
pavement dwellers as those 
entitled to relocation 

2005: Municipal policy to 
relocate pavement dwellers 

The original group of 
pavement dwellers got land 
to build their homes, they 
are still working on that 

Others ( 10000+ of 28000 
households got into houses 
built through state 
schemes. 



1986-88: railway enumeration 
commissioned by the Govt of 
Maharashtra produced Beyond 
the beaten track and RSDF  

1995: SRA includes pavement 
dwellers as those entitled to 
relocation 

2000-2007: 18000+ households 
of 80,000 living 30 feet from the 
railway track got a alternative 
dwelling. 

Mumbai Urban Transport project 
produced the opportunity and 
The Railway  Slum Dwellers 
Federation (RSDF) created 
relocation history 

March 2000: 3000 
households demolished by 
railways 

June –Dec 2000: 1900 get a 
alternative in buildings, 
others move to transit 
housing that they built 

2001-7: World Bank agrees 
to sole source contract to 
manage relocation 



The story of railway slum dwellers federation 



The world bank does an inquiry into SPARC on allegations  & finds 
nothing 



Really exploring the 
community participation 

option 
•  Acknowledging gestation of the process 
•  Not treating community participation as a 

short tern strategy to attain external goals 
•  Treating organizations of the poor as 

partners not subordinates 
•  Implications on Financial support, 

locating the poor in negotiations and 
project designs  

•  Implications for northern donors and 
consultants who come to the south to 
develop projects. 



We believe we have a rigorous 
learning process, that seeks to 
create and sustain change that 
works for large number of very 

poor people.  
We produce the knowledge from 

practice and test its efficacy 
through the challenges of how 
communities can participate in 

making change happen. 



Assessing social change is very 
important. 
But attempts to measure it has become a power 
on to itself. 
But there is an assumption that we have the 
instruments to asses the change. 
But we need to interrogate these assumptions- 
what is useful and what is meaningless. 
As organizations committed to social change 
knowing what these are and how they add value is 
vital 



Why measure change? 

•  To learn how change 
happens 

•  To analyze our role in 
the change process 

•  To empower our 
constituencies 

•  Practice accountability 
and credibility 

•  Advance our advocacy 
for social justice 

More likely M&E is likely to 
be done for: 

•  Donors require it 
•  To sustain and obtain 

more funds 
•  To assist public fund 

raising 
 These pressures convert 
measurement for aids to 
learning into evaluation 
for performance 
distorting potential value 
of M&E 



What we think is not working 
•  Very few frameworks 

actually enable us to  
understand how change 
happens, how power 
relationships are 
changed. 

•  Many frameworks 
confuse projects  with 
sustainable change. 

•  Tools don’t help 
measure change . 
Particularly in 
relationship to 
assumptions or theory 
of change underlying 
the interventions. 

What could the reasons 
be?: 

•  The linearity of many 
tools 

•  The political 
assumptions underlying 
many M&E frameworks.
( about how society and 
government works)  

•  False binaries and 
dichotomies qualities vs 
quantities, subjective vs 
objectives 

•  Disjunct between our 
change measures and 
time frames 



All assessments can ask some 
common questions 

•  What is it? Can we define 
what we are studying and 
measuring? 

•  Where is it ? located? 
Geographically, politically, 
or sectorally 

•  What are the boundaries? 
Location, conceptual, what 
is included and excluded 

•  What does it look like? Its 
characteristics, how does it 
help track it? 

•  What can be measure? 
•  When do we measure? 

What we would like to explore 
•  The right of constituency to 

inform co-design and 
participate M&E 

•  Respect for the voice and 
perspective of all key 
stakeholder 

•  Positioning M&E in the 
politics 

•  Ensuring space for historical 
perspective and analysis 

•  M&E as primarily 
strengthening of work and 
not to penalize staff and 
communities. 

•  Capturing analyzing and 
addressing negative changes 

•  Willingness to abandon  
reverse and recast 





We are disappointed with those 
who have evaluated us 

•  Our processes were not understood 
•  Our risk taking and management not 

mapped 
•  Our imagery of scale not comprehended 
•  And urban poverty linked issues seen in 

management rather than social change 
lens. 

•  While we find faults with grant makers 
and evaluators we also reflect on our 
owb weaknesses, 


