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As long as informal settlements 
have been part of urban 
growth, they have been a 
source of contention: 

— For policy makers within 
the city, whose objective is 
to provide improved services 
and infrastructure, the size 
and complexity of informal 
communities present an almost 
impossible challenge
— For those investors in the city, 
whose objective is to unlock 
what can often be substantial 
land value and development 
potential, informal settlements 
are an obstacle to remove, 
disperse or surmount
— For those living in informal 
settlements, whose objectives 
are to improve their lives and 
opportunities within the city, to 
find a new beginning, to gain a 
foothold for work or business, 
and to mix with those in a similar 
situation, can often only hope to 
survive, much less prosper.

Land ownership disputes 
have been at the heart of 
such contentions.  These are 
exacerbated by the pressures 
on cities to modernize, in 
some cases to globalize, and to 
squeeze maximum value from 
scarce urban land. Difficulties 
abound—while comprehensive 
land registries, ownership 
titles and tenancy agreement 
records are often available, they 

(1) http://www.mid-day.com/news/2011/apr/060411-Mumbai-slums-builders-population-Dharavi-

mumbai.htm

(2)  In some cases, however, there is a requirement for providing no objection certificates from potential 

future claimants before land transactions are concluded, which may lead to further complications.

(2) http://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/3872
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are largely disorganized and 
require some time and effort 
before due diligence checks 
can be concluded with a fair 
degree of certainty.  This can 
become a major issue when the 
informal settlement occupies an 
immovable position in a central 
location, creating the potential 
for multiple ownership “claims” 
depending on the nature of land 
occupied. While Indian land law 
requires compulsory registration 
of land sales, some of these can 
be concluded with reference 
to only the prior historical 
transaction, depending on the 
nature of land sale. (2) Mediating 
politically and socially sensitive 
disputes without accurate 
information quickly presents 
difficulties for any urban 
authority.  

However, in part through the 
work of organizations like the 
World Bank and the Cities 
Alliance, gradual progress has 
been in improving the lives of 
those in informal settlements 
by clarifying property rights. 
Many case studies attest to the 
positive incentive such security 
gives to residents to invest in 
their own properties and utilities. 
For instance, in Dakar, where 
slum dwellers have property 
rights, 80 percent have access 
to electricity. In Nairobi, where 
such rights do not exist, only 22 
percent have access.(3)

Transparency and availability 
of information is equally as 
important for the private sector, 
which is increasingly working 
with forward thinking cities to 
improve the quality of existing 
informal settlements through 
public -private partnering 
projects. The private sector 
also has a vital role in helping 
cities to avoid proliferation of 
slums through the creation 
of affordable housing in 
the formal sector. In this 
regard, transparency of land 
ownership, effective regulation, 
and access to the information 
required for logical market 
pricing is essential. In many 
Indian cities, for instance, 
the huge demand for land 
is being frustrated both by 
its lack of availability and by 
‘artificial’ factors, such as poorly 
conceived central, state, and 
municipal regulations which 
constrain development. As a 
result, land prices in India are, 
at times, much higher than the 
levels that can support mass real 
estate developments.

Varun Singh’s attempt to value the Mumbai slums 
is perhaps a double edged sword.  But to regularly 
quantify and value informal settlements, to analyse 
the resulting data, and to map the corresponding 
spatial footprints would be a huge advantage to the 
city and to its ‘informal’ residents, helping allocate 
control and negotiating powers as appropriate. 
It would also give cities an objective framework 
within which to resolve conflicts. The new tools 
of urban science, the analysis of “big data,” and 
other technological advances will help inject much 
needed objectivity into the assessment of the land 
dynamics of the city. In the absence of sufficient 
data and information, planners attempting to craft 
housing solutions for the poor while balancing 
market pressures will continue to face an intractable 
problem.

“It is a potential gold mine, if 
only it wasn’t seething with 
life and people”. Thus began 
Varun Singh’s article (1) about 
the potential redevelopment 
value of the Mumbai slums. 
The article epitomizes the 
often conflicting objectives 
of the informal settlement 
stakeholders: the politician, 
the builder, the city slum 
dweller and the social  
activist alike.  

INTRODUCTION CONCLUSION

Singh estimates the 
approximate value of the 
Mumbai slums to be in 
excess of $20 billion, making 
redevelopment an attractive 
proposition that puts interests 
of all stakeholders into play.
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The private sector has 
a vital role in helping 
cities to avoid 
proliferation of slums 
through the creation 
of affordable housing 
in the formal sector

Land prices in India are, 
at times, much higher 
than the levels that can 
support mass real estate 
developments
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Increasing 
objectivity through 
data and evidence
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Nairobi, where 
such rights do 
not exist
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area covered 
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