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Introduction
The right to the city has been defined by the United Nations as the right to a “satisfying dignified
and secure existence in cities by both individual citizens and social groups.” The right to
breathing clean air in urban contexts would thus be a strong component of the right to the city.
When we speak of quality of air in urban context’s most often we speak of pollution – both
industrial and vehicular. We tend to see it affecting urban populations equally. However
vulnerable urban populations face a differential impact. Most often their settlements are located
in the proximity of garbage dumps, land fills, open drainage canals, industrial areas and other
environmentally degraded areas. Furthermore their settlements have both residences and small
manufacturing or recycling units. they take in home-based production work. Vulnerable
populations spend most of their day living on the streets and coming back to rest and sleep in
row houses abutting each other – where fresh air enters through the front door or window and
gets trapped in dead end rooms. The children in these settlements also do not have any respite
– their schools are in the same locality, their place of play is on the streets and they also rest
and sleep in dead end rooms. The imaginations of the children are however not trapped in
these rooms. They know what breathing in green grass and tall trees mean. They know what
they need, and they can see what they have. These are the stories they choose to tell.

The house next to the garbage-dump
The door of Rama’s house opens towards the garbage-dumping ground. The
distance between her house and the garbage is hardly a couple of metres. Her
hutment is about 20 square yards, where in there does not even exist an opening
of four bricks, let alone a window.
Rama gets up at 5.30 a.m. while her parents are still asleep. She cleans the
room. The door is right in front of the kitchen. She puts her hand on her mouth
while sweeping the kitchen. She half closes the door while preparing breakfast in
the morning so that the foul smells do not waft in. As soon as she puts oil on the
hot pan, a white powder like smoke spreads all across. She starts sweating and
feels suffocated, and yet she does not open the door. Looking out, she does not
feel like cooking.
Once they had gone to attend a wedding in their village. Upon their return after
a week they found the house in shambles. There wasn’t a dry spot to put one’s

feet on. Her mother held her head and sat down at the door. The air was heavy
with foul smells and dampness. Before going to the village her parents had tied
plastic sheets all around and over the shack. But the lashes and weight of rainwater had torn them apart. Bed, television, refrigerator everything was wet. Lying
down on wet beds with the foul smells wafting in from the ground, sleep was near
to impossible. Everyone got up in the morning with a splitting headache.
Rama’s mother put her stove out in the street to cook some rice. She kept
looking alternately at the stove and at the garbage ground. Papa continued to clean
and sweep wiping his sweat. Rama got involved in opening out the damp clothes
and sheets and folding them afresh. Their smelly dampness was hitting her nostrils
and making her shut her lips tight.

The smoke from the burning tyres
The lanes were full of old cars which had been lined up to be broken. Squeezing
myself in spaces between the cars I moved forward. A foul smelling wind swept
away my ‘chunni’ (scarf worn over salwar-suits) and entangled it into the roof of a
car. While rescuing it I was getting inundated with the smell of petrol spread on the
road. My feet and slippers got blackened. While looking at my feet I caught the
whiff of burning tyres. The blue-yellow flames from the burning rubber tyres and
wires has blackened the tree as well as the tiles of the houses nearby.
I looked around for my 8 yrs old friend Sahil. Peeping inside the shop I spotted
him lying down on the table in a corner. He was continuously coughing. When the
smoke entered the tyre shop like a black fog, Sahil kept trying to wave it away and
covered his face. When the coughing increased, he got up and with slow steps
started walking towards his home next door.

Next day in addition to the smoke of the burning rubber scraps, Sahil’s shop
was engulfed in the dust thrown up by the sand unloaded by a tractor in the
adjacent plot. At his home Sahil was crying in his bed. His eyes had swollen and
turned dark. His distraught mother was keeping her eyes focused on him.
His mother said, “When our work of crushing and making flours was closed in
the village, we came here through an acquaintance. He taught my husband the
skill of buying old tyres cheap and selling them after repairing them. The work
began from this shop. Our livelihood improved when the work of dismatling old
cars came our way. So we bought the adjacent house as our residence. But after
a few years Sahil’s health deteriorated. He often has cough, cold and fever.
Whenever he is ill he misses school.” Just them I heard the faint voice of Sahil
“Ammi, please give me some water.”

Socks, threads and fibres
Eight to ten tenants stay in this five storey building on a 100 square yards’ plot.
Almost all of them work at straightening socks or cutting superfluous threads of
leggings and underwears. There are no windows in these rooms, just doors through
which air circulates. Often threads and fluff from other homes enter with the wind.
To safeguard against this everybody has hung curtains on the doors.
Rani came into the room “Monica, have you finished your work? I have made
a dozen stacks of socks. Let us go and play.” They started playing ‘catch me if
you can’ in the little space between the rooms. Monica had hardly finished threefour rounds of the gallery when she started panting and coughing.
After resting and playing for a while she again went in to share the work of her
mother. She could straighten the socks fast, like a machine. Her style of straightening
socks was quite different from others’. Everyone turned out the socks with the help
of a small wooden scale. But Monica used to turn them right by just her hands.

Next day while playing with her friends in school, Monica suddenly fell
unconscious. She was taken in and revived with water. Her mother came and took
her to the doctor, who gave her medicines for a week. Gradually Monica became
listless and quiet. She did not feel like going out even if the parents wanted to take
her. She would sit alone on the stairs, watching other children play. After a couple
of weeks her parents took her again to the hospital. Looking at the test-reports
the doctor asked Monica and her mother to go out and told the father “The lungs
of your daughter have started weakening...”

The chemicals in the mango godown
The tempo (mini-truck) was full of baskets of fragrant green mangoes. Rahim, Adil,
Vivek, Gaurav and Shanoo – all of them 15-16 years old started picking up the
baskets and taking them inside the godown. Shanoo kept counting them. Inside
the godown Harish was furiously busy lining the crates with old newspapers, and
after finishing joined the others in unloading the mangoes. The godown was now
full of mangoes.
Before leaving, the tempo-driver handed a plastic bag to Shanoo. It contained
the chemical ‘carbide’, which is used to ripen raw mangoes fast. Harish started
breaking the rock like chemical into small pieces with his hands. The air in the 25
square yards’ room swelled with an ugly, nauseating smell. Harish placed the
chemical pieces inside all the twenty crates. Then lights were put off, shutters were
closed and everyone came out. Harish’s face had turned red, his throat was
irritated, eyes were watering and he was drenched in sweat.

Next morning when the shutters of the godown were opened a strong smell
floated out. After a while, closing his nose Harish entered the gaseous room and
started checking the crates. Perspiring from head to toe he peeped into every crate
to see if the mangoes were ripening. Forgetting his irritation and scratching his
hands, he continued to work hard.
This was his daily routine, the godown got filled and emptied every day. One
day Harish just lost consciousness and fell. His face was red and blood had oozed
from places where he had been scratching. When friends took him to hospital, he
was diagnosed with severe skin and stomach infections and breathing problems.

The construction goes on
It was the last day of school before summer vacation. Mam wished us ‘Happy
Holidays’ and said, ‘You will see a change in your school when you return. Some
more classrooms are needed in the school. Construction will begin from tomorrow.’
Two months later, I walked towards the school in anticipation of seeing the new
classrooms. Entering the school gate, I encountered a strong whiff of dust. I started
coughing and rubbing my eyes and stopped near a tree. Opening my eyes I was
taken a back at what I saw. Digging was going on apace. This was our beloved
corner, full of trees. There used to be grass on the ground. During lunch-time we
used to play here. There used to be shade all over and we could enjoy the cool
breeze. But now the bulldozer had felled many trees. The bulldozer was still busy
digging the ground and dust was constantly blowing out and getting absorbed in
the air. Anyone entering the gate had to cover her nose with a handkerchief. The
person sitting inside the bulldozer was also constantly opening and closing his eyes.

The Principal announced in the prayer meeting that since the construction was
going on in the school, the children should not venture out to that side during
lunch time.
My class is not too far from the place where digging is taking place. From the
window we can see the construction going on. The noise from the digging distracts
us. Trucks laden with stones, sands and gravel come on a daily basis. When they
are emptied on the ground the particles of sand and gravel are blown towards the
classroom. Many of my classmates start having headache. Due to digging the
path to the school gate has narrowed down. When we walk on it, the dust starts
blowing. I find it difficult to breathe and try to walk out fast.

Going to school
Hawkers selling eatables start putting up their stalls since 7 in the morning, in front of
the school gates. Since the school is famous in the area, children from many nearby
neighbourhoods come to study here. Three-wheelers, cycle-rickshaws, e-rickshaws,
motorbikes, scooters, over flowing with children dressed in school uniform crowd the
streets in the morning and afternoons.
A big truck stopped in front of the rickshaw, its exhaust spewed black smoke
over the children. They used their hands to wave it off or to cover their faces. The air
was laden with smoke and foul smell coming from the public toilet and the garbage
bin by its side. Waiting at the red light the children tasted the smoke. The vehicles
were moving slowly.
One of the girls sitting on the cycle rickshaw became restless and started crying.
A cab slowly came and stopped near the rickshaw. The girl sitting next to the door of
the cab would sometimes put her head out and sometimes in. When the driver

scolded her, she said “What to I do? When I put my head inside I feel suffocated.
When I put my head out I feel nausea.”
Pinky's house was the farthest. She put her hand on her head, and placed her
head on the rod of the rikshaw. She closed her eyes. She was feeling uneasy. She
slowly got down from the rikshaw and handed over her bag to her mother. The mother
asked her why her face was looking so pale. She replied with a faint smile, “I am tired
of this daily long journey”.

Living at the construction site
The land where there lay a big park is now the site for construction of Metro railway
station, just next to the National Highway 24. There are about 7-8 kuccha hutments
at the construction site. Deepu is 10 and his brother Shekhar is 9, both look frail.
Their parents are construction labourers working in the project. They have been
brought from the village by the contractor.
Deepu and Shekhar do not go to the school, because their parents move
from site to site. They spend the entire day at the construction site, while their
parents are at work, playing with other children at the site. Notwithstanding their
mother’s instruction to remain inside their huts, they are out in the settlement.
They are fascinated with the cars of different colors and sizes that whizz past
on the road, and watch them sitting at the edges of the settlement. They collect
twigs, plastic bags and paper that their mother can use to light the chulha to
make meals.

The smoke from the passing vehicles comes straight to them and their homes.
The smell from the pool of stagnant water adjecent to their homes hovers on their
settlement. The dust and the cement particles from the rampant construction going
on settles their too. The smoke and the sound from the generator being used in
the construction are a constant companion for them.
Some time back, Deepu had severe pain in his legs and developed high
fever. He had played in the dirty water when it rained. Their father Mahesh rued,
‘Our children fall sick so often. How will they keep good health when they are
growing in dust and mud’. I had to send back my 15 year old nephew to the village
after he developed Asthma working at the site.

The garbage hill
The Ghazipur Landfill on the National Highway 24 is a landmark in the area.
Many people at first think that it is a hill. Infact, it is popularly called ‘Kooda
pahadi’, the garbage hill. Girls and boys, from 5 to 15 years go to collect
garbage at there. Some go as early as 4 am, others go at night and some go
after school.
Farooq around 10 years, was not wearing chappals, his hair was unkempt and
hands had traces of dirt. Sometimes he is able to hitch a hike from the garbage
trucks to reach the top of the garbage hill. He either sits next to the driver or on
the garbage at the back of the truck. But at other times when he is not so lucky,
he walks the entire distance. The smells of the hill used to be unbearable initially
but with time he has gotten used to it.
Ishani, around 8 years said that she takes her lunch with her. She has it at the
top of the hill under a make shift shack, whenever she is hungry. Some children

even cook there. She shared that the children in her school keep a distance from
her, saying that she smells dirty and comes from an unclean place.
Post the festival of lights, Rahul found a lot of crackers in the garbage. He
ripped them apart out of curiosity to see what was inside. The masala powder
spread in the air and went inside his eyes and made them burn. The Doctor told
him that a toxic gas had entered his eyes. Mohan developed rashes on his skin
and his skin started peeling off in certain parts.
Many of the children stay in the huts that lie close to the landfill, others stay in
the nearby Bengali Basti. Their homes and surroundings are engulfed with the smell
from the landfill and the plant where electricity is being made from waste. In the
evenings when the waste is burnt, there is smoke all around. Children fall ill due to
inhaling such air.

Wading through traffic
After I completed class 10th, I decided take a course in vocational training. My
interest lay in mechanical repair. I joined the Institute of Industrial Training at Vivek
Vihar, almost 36 Kilometers from my house in Nangloi, as it offered the course of
my interest. My family was a little hesitant considering the long distance but relented
seeing my interest.
I travel for about 4 to 5 hours everyday, from one end of the city to the other.
It takes two to two and a half hours each way. As my house is located in Chowk
Bazaar in the interiors of the neighborhood, I need to take a rickshaw to cover
three km to the bus stop. From there I take a bus. Usually the buses are
overcrowded and one feels suffocated. I remember the first time I undertook the
journey I vomited in the bus and was scolded by the bus driver.
I travel through many busy crossings such as Nangloi Bypass, Tis Hazari,
Wazirabad bridge. The air both inside and outside the bus is hot. The cars and

vehicles on the road are increasing by the day. Every now and then, one is stuck in
the traffic jam. The time could vary from half an hour to two hours. It is frustrating.
Sometimes I get down from the bus, and try to get into another bus standing further
in the line. Walking on the road, the smoke from trucks, AC buses and diesel cars
hits you and so does the dust. I am forced to cover my mouth. In the evenings
especially, it is bad because the traffic is at its peak. I tried using the Metro but
stopped doing so, for the cost of commuting is double.
Whenever the water level is low in the Yamuna River, one inhales a foul smell
emanating from stagnant water while crossing the river. When the bus crosses the
landfill, it is difficult to breathe. I feel nauseous. Traveling through such a long
distance, my body starts aching and I feel tired and drained. Sometimes I get a
severe headache and fall sick. I am unable to go to the institute. It’s been almost a
year since I have been commuting like this. When I used to go to school, I only
walked for a km one way. I had time for my friends and play, for helping out my
father in his work, and also for rest.

For the last thirty years Ankur Society for Alternatives in
Education has been working on pedagogical interventions
with collectives of children and young people in working class
settlements in Delhi. Currently we work in five localities instilling
in children and young people a keen desire to engage with
listening, speaking, reading and writing practices that link them
to their contexts, learn from their localities and free their
imaginations to envision possible futures for themselves and
their communities. Ankur gives these knowledge practitioners
the opportunity to share their experiences and imaginations
with the wider world through a variety of media forms.

Ankur Society for Alternatives in Education
ankur.societyforeducation@gmail.com

