Planners have to realise that housing needs of the rural population is a
significant issue, which needs to be addressed sooner rather than later

Home in on rural housing

oth houses of

Parliament have

recently cleared
the Rural Employment
Guarantee Bill. Under
this, they propose to
launch the scheme on
November 14, This

it an appropriate

for the govern- ‘

ment to consider a con-
nected, yet largely ne-
glected issue - that of
rural housing.

Twenty-five years
ago when I was a stu-
dent at the School of
Planning and Architec-
ture (SPA), rural hous-
ing was a topic dis-
cussed and debated
with fervour. Does In-
dia’s rural population
require the professional
services of a doctor, or
perhaps a lawyer? Does
it deserve safe and good
quality houses? Does it
need good architecture

engineering skills? Do

ional skills need to
percolate down to that level
of society? These and other
such questions were vigor-
ously debated all those years
ago by us and perhaps by
many in other architecture
and planning schools. Now,
the issue of rural housing is
barely heard of.

In the ever-growing In-
dian economy even Colgate
toothpaste and Rin soap
have moved towards the
rural markets. Yet, why is it
that safe and aesthetic hous-
ing is relegated to the back-
ground? As I am not a
trained economist, perhaps [
am only equipped to raise
such questions, rather than
answer them. Yet, these are
not merely leftist ideas;
rather they reflect practical
concerns. It shall not be long
when the realisation will

dawn upon the planners -
both economic and physical
- that needs of the people at
the grassroots level have to
be addressed. And housing
willbea signtﬂcant issue
here.

It seems natural that
rural housing and architec-
ture require careful consid-
eration. While it is true that
the surge towards urbanisa-
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tion is due to economic fac-
tors such as better employ-
ment opportunities and

better-expected living condi-

tions, it is also an undeni-
able fact that urban areas
have not been able to fulfil
expectations of better living

conditions. On the other
hand, the country’s urban
areas are fast becoming
slums, and the conditions in
some places are much worse
than where migrants origi-
nally came from.

Learn from others

Historical data supports
improving rural living con-
ditions. When Britain, and
later Europe, embarked on
their railway and road
building initiatives, trans-
portation between towns
and cities improved dramat-
ically. The industrial areas
moved out from the centres
of big manufacturing towns
to smaller industrial estates
built in the countryside.
Apart from providing em-
ployment in surrounding
areas, they also inspired bet-
ter quality villages and ser-

vices in rural districts.

All over Europe the
trend is the same. Improved
telecommunication systems
have helped bridge the di-
vide between urban and
rural populace. An urban-
rural divide has similarly
been bridged to a large ex-
tent in India thanks to the
telecom leap, especially in
the last decade (the cell
phone is only 10 years old
in India). Road networks
too are improving steadily,
albeit a bit slowly.

The US too enjoys the
benefits of a good network,
both communication and
road, coupled with a excel-
lent air-transport system.,
Together, these factors have
created better opportunities
and infrastructure in rural
areas, thus releasing pres-

‘sure on big cities and towns.

If one picks up an edition

| of the daily papers, one
i notices a large number «
advertisements for mass
g housing, which are be-
ing built in the suburbs
of existing towns and
cities. The major cost
component here is that
of urban land. However
very little attention is
paid to improving built
environment in the rur:
areas.

This is a strange
omission, especially be
i cause the 74th amend-
ment to the Indian Cor
stitution in Article 243
ZD mandates that ever
district shall have a
draft development plar
{ which shall include
spatial planning and ir
tegrated development
infrastructure and
environmental
L | conservation.
|  This amendment to
the Constitution is now

The country
urban areas are
fast becoming
slums, and the
conditions here
are worse than
where migrants
come from

more than 10 years old. It,
however, remains to be see
how long the concerned au
thorities take to act on the |
sue, Ifwe are to build a sta-
ble and more sustainable
economy, the aspect of hou
ing and architecture, espe-
cially in rural areas, needs t
be addressed seriously. *
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