
Nearlv one billion ~ e o ~ l e  
-one in six on the planet-live as squatters 

in the world's cities. Within a generation, their 
ranks are projected to swell to two billion. 

Then almost half the people living in cities will be 
squatters. These new urban pioneers come in 

search of jobs. They can't afford anything on the 
hpusing market, so they build homes themselves 
, 

w 

on land that isn't theirs. 
r t  . 

Squatter life is precarious. Most of the world's squatters live ting up and managing savings and loan collaboratives, and 
in overcrowded shantytowns, or slums. Many squatter com- negotiating with government officials to build housing and 
munities lack safe drinking water, toilets and sewers, and thus secure such services as water and sanitation. 
are breeding grounds for disease. Founded in 1996, S.D.I. estimates that its 5.6 million 

Over time, however, some settlements have been able to install members across 14 countries have amassed nearly $32 mil- 
infrastructure as well as housing. Indeed, the world's squatters lion in savings, helped secure land for 125,000 families and 
mix more concrete than any developer, lay more brick than any created 79,500 new housing units. In 1 1 other countries 
government, and have created a huge hdden economy. Now, they slum dwellers are forming savings groups and building fed- 
are starting to recognize their potential political strength. erations with S.D.I.'s help. In addition, S.D.I., a grantee of the 

SlumIShack Dwellers International is at the forefront of the Ford Foundation, has emerged as a player in global policy 
movement to empower squatters. A network of squatter groups debates, attending international meetings convened by the 
on three continents, S.D.1 grew out of an alliance formed in the United Nations and the World Bank. "The aim is to get 
mid-1980's by three Indian organizations: the National Slum transnational agencies to invest in urban poverty solutions 
Dwellers Federation, which has more than 500,000 members generated by urban people living in poverty," says Patel. 
in nine Indian states, Mahila Milan, a national network of poor 
women's organizations begun by Mumbai residents whose pave- Savings groups create clout 
ment dwellings were being demolished by the authorities every At the local level, one of S.D.I.'s most powerful tools is 
15 days, and the Society for the Promotion of Area Resource to create community-controlled pools of capital, explains 
Centers. A research organization, SPARC plays a supporting Jockin Arputham (known as Jockin), who founded the 
role and provides technical assistance to the other two groups, National Slum Dwellers Federation in India and is a trusted 
which are led by poor slum dwellers themselves. leader in the S.D.I. network. A slight man with thinning 

"S.D.I. federations help poor communities develop their own hair and a sparse gray mustache, Jockin, who also serves as 
strategies to deal with their problems," says Sheela Patel, who S.D.I.'s president, sits barefoot on the floor behind a low 
founded SPARC in 1984 and now serves 
as an adviser to S.D.I.'s board. The goal, Squaff er 
she says, is "to build enough power to 
drive the process of change and influence than any 

" 

the management of cities." 
Self-reliance is key in squatter commu- 

ick than any govern 
nities, and S.D.I. builds on-this in its brand 
of self-help organizing. S.D.I. federations employ three main table in his office, a former garage in Mumbai's Byculla 

- 
techniques, all of which place slum dwellers, primarily women, neighborhood. Scores of people line up to seek his counsel. 
in charge: surveying their communities to create census data, set- "Through savings, we don't have to demand that the politi- 

cians improve living conditions or economic conditions or 

Robert Neuwirth is the author of Shadow Cities: A Billion Squatters, A New homes:) he says. "We can do what we want to and achieve $ 
Urban World (Routledge, 2005). what we want to. ~ecause'of savings, you empower yourself." 
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