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rban India, with its teeming cities and ever-growing towns, is in

the crosshairs of a worsening crisis caused by a confluence of

factors: heat stress, the double whammy of flooding and water
scarcity, diminishing green cover, and inadequate infrastructure. The
malevolent manifestations of climate change can be blamed for much of
this, abetted as they are by failings of a very human kind.

The people hit hardest by our urban woes are those least equipped
to cope with them — the poor and the marginalised. Our cover story
details how a clutch of programmes, supported by the Tata Trusts and
implemented by our partners, is easing the burden of working and living
for the urban poor. Operational in seven states, these programmes cover
heat stress, water availability and, perhaps most importantly, enabling the
urban underprivileged to become climate resilient.

India’s cities and towns are also the main deal in our interview
segment, where Debolina Kundu, director of the New Delhi-based National
Institute of Urban Affairs, explains how we can make the country’s urban
spaces more habitable. Dr Kundu dispels the notion of a rapidly urbanising
India, while offering insights on issues ranging from slums to the collective
responsibility of citizens (a word that originally meant city-dweller).

Rural India is the focus in this edition’s Centre Stage section,
which explores how village communities in Rajasthan are restoring their
‘commons’ — a term that refers to natural and other shared resources —
while fuelling systemic change and giving women the agency to make a
difference. From Uttarakhand and Himachal Pradesh, we feature a story
with women again at the forefront, this time in an animal husbandry effort
that is paving the way to financial well-being.

Also in the current edition of Horizons are a fellowship initiative that
is helping women and children in Karnataka and Bihar secure legal rights
and access government schemes, and an excellent Tata Trusts campaign
aimed at understanding and managing dementia, a condition that casts
a shadow over patients as well as their families. Additionally, we have a
piece on the potential of a path-breaking detection tool that diagnoses
vector-borne diseases at a lower cost, and a plea on behalf of animals
distressed by heatwaves. Unlike us humans, they don’t have a voice.

Clisattbelle. Massoba

We hope you will help us make Horizons better with your valuable feedback.
Please do write to us at horizons@tatatrusts.org.
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Countering the cost

Enabling the urban poor to become more climate change-resilient

IS the objective of impactful initiatives seeded by the Tata Trusts and

their partners in seven Indian states. By Labonita Ghosh

With their homes too hot
during the day, residents of
this neighbourhood in
Chandrapur’s Panchasheel
Chowk opt for the outdoors

apid urbanisation,

disappearing green cover

and climate change are
making urban India hotter by the
day. This, in turn, is affecting
people’s lives and livelihoods,
increasing health risks, reducing
productivity, disrupting businesses,
and straining infrastructure.

A recently released World Bank

report — titled ‘A Liveable Future:
Tackling Extreme Heat for Jobs

and Growth in South Asia’s Cities’
— warns that temperatures in the
subcontinent’s urban centres will
go up by 2-2.5°C every year.
According to the report, “The
burden of extreme heat is also
deeply unequal. It falls hardest on
people whose homes offer little
protection, whose work keeps them
outdoors or in poorly cooled
spaces, and whose access to reliable

cooling, healthcare, and social

protection is limited”.

This is the story of millions of
Indians living and working in
informal settlements across the
country, with no access to even the
most basic facilities, who toil for
hours in the open, where heat
exposure is the most acute.

As the workforce in urban and
semi-urban hubs expands with
migration, towns and cities grow

upward and outwards to



accommodate the inflow. They end
up not only encroaching on green
spaces and undermining water
bodies, but also using amenities
and dwellings made from heat-
trapping materials.

These materials absorb solar
radiation during the day and
release it at night, creating an
urban heat island (UHI) effect on
top of an already extreme baseline
of hot weather.

In 2024, the Tata Trusts
launched a programme to help the
urban poor who have been rendered
vulnerable by increasing heat and
water scarcity, unplanned

urbanisation and frequent flooding.

Shielding the community
This four-year programme works
with economically disadvantaged
communities in 25 urban centres
across seven states to make them
more heat- and climate-resilient.

“Urban poverty in India is
multidimensional, and it goes
beyond the absence of income,” says
Shikha Srivastava, who heads the
urban poverty alleviation portfolio
at the Tata Trusts. “The urban poor
endure inadequate housing, limited
access to water, sanitation and waste
management problems, and
exclusion from basic entitlements.
These are compounded by challenges
unique to urban settings:
overcrowding, rising living costs and
frequent disasters.”

Being engaged in the informal
sector, the urban poor also don’t
have access to the social protections
accorded to those who work in the
organised sector. As migrants, they

often don’t have access to public
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Too much and too little

More than two-thirds of
India’s urban population is
at risk from urban ooding

30 Indian cities will face acute
water shortage in a decade

Heat stress increased by 71% in
10 large cities in the 1983-2015 period

In 2008-19, there was an average 14.7%
increase in mortality when temperatures
were higher than 97% of all historical
temperatures for that speci c area and

time of year

A single ve-day heatwave in the same
period is stated to have caused about

Sources: World Bank, Census 2011, AQLin

food distribution systems, health
schemes or other benefits provided
by the government.

“We try to address two kinds of
shocks that the urban poor face,”
says Ms Srivastava. “External shocks,
like one-off weather disasters, and
regular seasonal events that impact
their lives, such as heatwaves,
flooding or periods of water stress.
Since their work is usually out in the

open and often involves long

30,000 deaths nationwide

On April 27, 2026, all 50 of the world’s
hottest cities were seen to be in India,

_ the hottest being Banda in Uttar
il | | n Pradesh at 46.2°C
‘i‘. : . il

commutes and physical labour, they
risk losing income, clientele and
days of work to illness.

“We believe in strengthening
households through interventions
that address extreme weather
events, and also by connecting
them to government schemes. And
we try to bring more women into
the workforce by empowering
them with care support and

skilling opportunities.”



Helping hand for the needy

Some of the Tata Trusts’ urban poverty alleviation initiatives:
e Gujarat — Climate-smart urbanisation and setting pathways
for inclusive and resilient urban growth in the district of Patan

and Anjar

e Maharashtra — Integrated heat and ood mitigation with
nature-based solutions for heat stress in Mira Bhayander,
Chandrapur (in eastern Maharashtra) and in the districts of Akola,
Nanded and Jalgaon; also, enhancing women’s livelihoods
through an urban care ecosystem in Mumbai

e Bihar — Building climate resilience in small towns

e Uttar Pradesh — Strengthening urban planning systems in
three small towns near the capital of Lucknow

e Odisha — Creating liveable habitats for the urban poor in
partnership with 10 municipal corporations

“This is critical since women
are disproportionately affected by
climate change,” says Sujata
Menon, programme officer, urban
poverty alleviation team, with the
Trusts. “They are the ones who
have to manage the family’s
health, nutrition, water and
eldercare needs.”

For instance, women may have
to travel long distances to collect
water and manage sanitation, tasks
that are complicated by climate-
induced water scarcities and
contamination. In urban slums,
their limited access to resources and
educational opportunities leaves
them ill-equipped to adapt.

With employment mainly in
low-paying, informal jobs, women’s
voices are often inevitably excluded
from decision-making processes. The
Trusts’ programmes try to mobilise
them into self-help groups that can
seek improvements in their living

conditions from civic authorities.

According to the World Bank,
the number of Indians residing in
urban areas has increased sixfold
over the last 60 years (1964-2024).
Overcrowding is followed by the
predictable collapse of
infrastructure and services.
Low-income households, already
struggling with heat and water
stress during the summers, now
also have to contend with
seasonal calamities like flooding

during monsoons.

Urban but rural
As per the 2011 census, India has a
total of 7,935 towns. Only 4,041 of
these are ‘statutory towns’, governed
by local bodies such as municipal
corporations. The 3,894 ‘census
towns’ and 1,456 ‘outgrowths’
associated with urban centres are
governed as rural entities. And this
is where rampant urbanisation is
taking place.

“When people migrate from
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rural areas, they first come to the
smallest town near their village, and
that’s how these towns are
growing,” says Ms Srivastava. “We
need to help these towns set a
roadmap while they are
transitioning and evolving, so that
they can grow in the right way.” In
fact, the number of tier three and
tier four towns is expected to be
much more in the next census.

“Metros and bigger cities, with
their large populations and well-
entrenched infrastructure, offer
much less opportunity for a
do-over than a small town,” says
Bharati Bhosale, senior programme
manager with the Gujarat Mahila
Housing Trust, a partner of the
Trusts. “If systematic development
is adopted, the effects of climate
change will be more controlled and
there will be fewer vulnerable
groups in our cities.”

Whether it’s cooling solutions
for homes and neighbourhoods,
community empowerment against
disasters or the inclusive
development of new towns, the
interconnectedness of various
challenges demands integrated
action. “You cannot focus on heat
resilience and water scarcity
without addressing poor waste
management and loss of green
cover,” says Ms Srivastava.

The government response to
many of these challenges has, till
now, been reactive: providing relief
when there has been a need. “But
these problems are no longer
seasonal,” says Ms Srivastava.
“These are long-term challenges that
require integrated solutions. That’s

what we will do, going forward.” ®
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Women show the way

In Patan, a city in Gujarat that is among the hottest in India, women'’s

groups are banding together to battle heat stress
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Women wait at a bus stop in Patan where overhead sprinklers keep commuters cool

araben Thakur remembers

a time when the 80-year-

old well in her settlement
of Shramjivi in Gujarat’s Patan
district had so much water you
could reach over and touch it.
“All we had to do was scoop some
out when we needed it,” says the
60-year-old, who came to
Shramjivi at 10 and has lived
there ever since. “Now we have to
walk several kilometres every day
to fetch water even though the
well is just two steps away from

our homes.”

Over a few decades, as its water
level depleted, the well that Ms
Thakur and others depended on
turned into a giant garbage vat.
Last year, following a plan to
rejuvenate it, some 50 truckloads
of trash were removed from the
well and the stone lining was
reinforced. “A hydrologist told us
that it will take a few monsoons to
recharge,” adds Ms Thakur.

When it does, the well will not
only serve the 40-50 homes built
concentrically around it, but an

entire neighbourhood that has been

facing acute water shortage for
years. The households close by have
even adopted rooftop rainwater
harvesting to further strengthen the
water recharge in the well, and
other measures for water retention
are being explored.

[The well was rejuvenated by
removing accumulated waste and
addressing structural issues.
Following a technical and structural
safety assessment, its stone lining
was reinforced and rejuvenation
work was completed. Water is now

reaching the well, although the




thick sand layer is limiting water
retention. It is expected to take 2-3
monsoon seasons for the water level
to rise and stabilise.]

Shramjivi is one of 74 low-
income urban settlements in Patan
— a few hours’ drive from
Ahmedabad — that are suffering
from heat stress and related
challenges such as water scarcity, air
pollution and a disruption in lives
and livelithoods. Patan, surrounded
by industrial towns like Mehsana,
Deesa, Palanpur and Sidhpur, often
ranks among the hottest cities in
India, with daytime temperatures
sometimes touching 45°C.

[According to a World Bank
study, 19 districts in Gujarat could
become climate change hotspots by
2050, with temperatures expected to
rise by 2-2.5°C. That may explain
why the Gujarat government has set
up a Department of Climate
Change and adopted a state-wide

climate action plan.]

Getting climate smart
Something needed to be done, and
urgently. In 2024, the Tata Trusts
joined hands with the Ahmedabad-
based Gujarat Mahila Housing
Trust (GMHT) to launch the
‘climate-smart Patan’ initiative, an
attempt to offset the effects of heat
stress in 10 settlements in the city.
“Our programme strategy is
two-fold: addressing climate
resilience at both the slum and the
city levels in Patan,” says Sujata
Menon, programme officer, urban
poverty alleviation, with the Trusts.
“At the slum level, we aim to
empower women leaders from the

settlements that we work in,

A resident of Bhattiwada in Patan
applies white solar reflective index
paint to the roof of her house to cool it

equipping them with the capacity
to lead climate change
interventions within their
communities. At the city level, we
facilitate the development and
execution of climate action plans.”

This dual approach ensures
that the programme not only
fortifies vulnerable slum
communities against the potentially
devastating effects of climate
change but also contributes to
overall heat stress reduction.

In Patan, the Trusts and
GMHT work primarily with
women from slum communities,
facilitating their mobilisation into
mabhila mandals (women’s
community action groups) and
nurturing them as change agents
by providing the necessary tools

and knowledge.
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“Gender-responsive
interventions are critical to help
women in urban slums better cope
with the impacts of climate
change,” explains Ms Menon. “By
fostering women’s leadership, we
want to create a more equitable and
inclusive climate resilience strategy,
ultimately benefitting women as
well as the broader community.”

The initiative began with a
baseline study of about 1,500
households. “We visited the
settlements to assess their challenges
and then encouraged the women to
map the entire slum, identifying
problem areas and possible
solutions,” says Bharati Bhosale,
senior programme manager,
GMHT.

Data collected from various
state and civic bodies were used to
create a slum development plan
(SDP) that would form the basis for
the TrustssGMHT programme.

The SDP clearly defines what
the community wants to achieve,
the activities required during a
specified time period, and the
resources needed for these to be
successful. Women leaders, trained
and equipped for the purpose, lead
the work charted out in the SDPs,
which attempt to address
vulnerabilities at the individual,
household and settlement levels.

A similar city climate action
plan has been adopted for urban
Patan, and this includes data
related to emissions from three
primary sources: stationary, solid
waste and transport.

The urban settlements were
lacking basic amenities such as

water, sanitation, waste
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Taraben Thakur of the Shramijivi
settlement in Patan checks the

80-year-old well'in her
neighbourhood that is being
rejuvenated to provide an
additional source of water

}.
management and paved roads.
Many homes did not have toilets
and open defecation was common.

“Having lived through and
accepted this as their lot for years,
the residents did not even know
they could ask for improvements,”
adds Ms Bhosale. “We began by
sensitising them through meetings,
video shows and documentation to
create awareness about the effects of
climate change. Then we formed
the action groups.”

The women got going by
coming together to collectively
demand solutions, with guidance
from GMHT about whom to
approach in civic bodies and how.

Soniben Parmar has certainly
benefitted from such guidance.
When Ms Parmar got married 17
years ago and came to live in

Tayarnagar, a settlement in Patan, it
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was like an abandoned community.
“People were leaving because there
were no jobs, no roads or civic
amenities,” she says. “The drains
were overflowing and every tree in
the area had been cut down because
people thought, mistakenly, that
their roots were clogging the drains.
A little rain and our entire area
would get flooded.”

Enough was enough
Some years ago, after Ms Parmar
had to wade through filthy waist-
deep water to a nearby hospital for
the birth of her second child, she
decided enough was enough.
Ms Parmar began gathering women
from the 117 households in
Tayarnagar to form a committee
and petition the local civic body.
After many, many applications

and personal appeals to officers,

Ms Parmar and her sisterhood now
have a paved road, better sanitation
and large vats for garbage
collection all over the settlement.
Adds Ms Parmar’s sister-in-law,
Kavita: “It wasn’t just everyday
challenges. The lack of amenities
was affecting our livelihoods.”

Some 60 women in the
settlement, including the Parmars,
are engaged in embroidery work
that they do from home. The
flooding and dirty conditions of
the settlement used to deter buyers
and contractors.

“During the monsoons we had
no work, and contractors would
routinely slash our commission,
claiming they had to pay to have
the garments cleaned once we were
done,” says Ms Kavita. “That was
partly true. We've all experienced

instances when floodwater has
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come into our homes and ruined
the stored garments.” That doesn’t
happen anymore.

In the settlement of Ramnagar
I, women have come together to
create ‘Oxygen Park’, a green patch
that they hope will help offset the
harmful effects of air pollution.
Apart from being ringed by
industrial hubs, Patan also sees a
considerable amount of tourist
vehicular traffic because of Rani ki
Vav, an 11th-century stepwell that is
a UNESCO World Heritage site.

Oxygen Park, reclaimed from a
garbage dump, is expected to reduce
the urban heat island effect in
Ramnagar II and combat air
pollution. Working to ensure that
are Zeniben Thakur, Jyotsnaben
Thakur and Jhumaben Thakur, who
tend to the park every afternoon
once they are done with their

farming duties.

Forestry to the fore

“We have received extensive training
in urban forestry,” says 60-year-old
Ms Zeniben, “enough to handle
everything from weeding, watering
and protecting new saplings and
trees, to requesting new plants from
civic authorities. When the park
opens in a few months, the people
of Ramnagar II — and all of Patan
— will have a place to enjoy some
shade and cool.”

The three Thakur women, who
hail from the same family, have
carried their can-do zeal back home
too. A few months ago, they finally
got streetlights in their settlement
after petitioning the local
authorities for two years.

While awareness and

Residents of the Ramnagar Il settlement in Patan tend to their Oxygen Park

mobilisation are important, the
programme also tackles heat
reduction with effective solutions.
The first is the use of white paint
with a high solar reflective index
(SRI) on the roofs to cool houses.

In most settlements under the
programme, dwellings are small,
sometimes windowless, and generally
poorly ventilated. The tin sheets on
the roofs created oppressive heat
inside and the women, who earn
their living from various home-
based trades, could not stay in their
homes for most of the day.

The solar reflective white paint,
which has to be applied in multiple
coats on the tin sheet, reduces
internal temperatures by about 4-5
degrees. “In Bhattiwada we even got
the roof of the local anganwadi
(childcare centre) painted with solar
reflective paint, and now more
children are coming there,” says
Ms Bhosale. “In the Gitanjali

settlement, vegetable vendors can

now store their surplus at home.”

GMHT has worked closely with
the forest department to set up
‘cooling stations’, sitting areas in
various parts of the city that are
made comfortable by a constant
circulation of water by way of
overhead sprinklers. This is
primarily for the urban poor
engaged in work that keeps them
outdoors in soaring temperatures.

Today in Patan, some roles
have been reversed. Municipal
bodies are now approaching
women’s groups to replicate some
of their more successful projects.
Civic officials want the women of
Ramnagar II to create another
Oxygen Park in their area, and have
decided to use the solar reflective
paint on public buildings.

“Now that we have
strengthened the women and the
communities, they can resolve, on
their own, any issues that may come
up,” adds Ms Menon. &



Cooling it down

Residents of Mira Bhayander and Chandrapur in Maharashtra have
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found relief from urban heatwaves thanks to pinpointed solutions

he women of Shiv Shakti
I Nagar, a settlement in the
Mumbai suburb of Mira

Bhayander, didn’t like being home
much. With their menfolk off to
work and their children leaving
for school, they would try to finish
their household chores before the
sun came up, then head to a
nearby park. At night, entire
families would sleep in the open.

The reason: sweltering
conditions inside homes because of
the heat-island effect in the Mira
Bhayander sprawl, which faces the
brunt of rapid and barely planned
urbanisation. There has been a 50%
increase in built-up areas in this
suburb over the past 30 years.

That, coupled with rapidly

depleting green cover and changes

in building materials, has led to
an unbearable rise in temperatures
inside homes. Unauthorised
construction has worsened
matters, with many low-lying areas
getting flooded during monsoons
because natural drainage systems

have been compromised.

Out with the heat
In 2025, the Tata Trusts and the
Aga Khan Agency for Habitat
(AKAH) launched a programme
to provide cooling solutions in
Mira Bhayander and Chandrapur
— the industrial hub in eastern
Maharashtra — to counter extreme
heat and build climate resilience.
Working with 200 households
in each place — in Shiv Shakti
Nagar, Navghar and Mandvi Para

in Mira Bhayander, and in
Panchasheel Chowk in
Chandrapur — the programme
starts with hazard mapping to
identify heat spots and vulnerable
buildings through analyses of
temperature data in different
neighbourhoods. It then moves to
heat mitigation through the
adoption of various cooling
solutions that reduce temperatures
and improve ventilation systems
in homes.

The final stage includes flood
mitigation and water conservation
through the rejuvenation and
recharging of wells and other water
bodies. Alongside, there’s disaster
management training for the
community to cope better with

devastating heatwaves and floods.

ouse in Sai Sadan in Mira Bhayander

- to reduce indoor temperature
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“The settlements in Mira
Bhayander have dense clusters of
homes,” says Bigrai Narzari,
programme officer, urban
inclusion, with the Trusts. “Houses
share walls, have low ceilings and
very poor ventilation. Roads and
pavements here are concretised and
the roofs are usually made of
asbestos sheets. All of this causes
heat to be absorbed and trapped.
We decided to retrofit the houses
using heatresilient materials.”

Two roofing solutions have
been implemented in Mira
Bhayander: adding a layer of
insulating aluminium foil or
woodwool (made from wood
shavings) boards to ceilings.
Sustainable and low-maintenance,
these densely-packed ‘under-deck’
solutions are installed on the inside
of houses, just under the roof, to

protect them from Mumbai’s rains.

Comfort on the inside
“There are settlements in Mira
Bhayander which are more prone to
heat and flood stress,” says Abolee
Muranjan, programme manager
with AKAH. “We started with three
of them. Woodwool and alu-foil
have provided a 2-5 degrees of
reduction in temperatures indoors,
but they can only be used in homes
that are structurally stable and do
not have any water leakage issues.”
In homes that required forced
air circulation, AKAH created
ventilation holes in the walls and
equipped these with exhaust fans.
The initiative began with
frontline workers from the
settlement identifying mzabila

mandals (women’s cooperatives) to

A ‘listening workshop’ being conducted in Panchasheel Chowk in Chandrapur to
understand the community’s perceptions of heat and seasonal changes

lead the effort. ‘Listening
workshops’ were conducted to
understand the challenges and the
community’s adaptability to these.
The locals reckoned they had no
option but to live with the heat and
flooding. They had tried,
unsuccessfully, to find solutions on
their own, to little effect.

Rita Sharma, a 44-year-old
homemaker from Shiv Shakti
Nagar, was more than happy to try
out the programme’s solutions. Her
300-sq-ft tenement is shared by six
people. “The heat was making us
constantly sick,” says Ms Sharma.
“My children would have rashes all
over their faces and bodies, and
they would frequently get fever.”

The Sharmas opted for the
alu-foil solution and this has
considerably reduced the
temperature inside their home,

while also making it brighter by

reflecting light. “My life is no
longer regimented by the heat:
waking up early and racing to
finish my chores before it starts
getting hot,” adds Ms Sharma.
“Now my kids stay indoors more
often, and I can cook, clean and
work on my handcrafts business at
any time of the day.”

Similar is the story of Lakshmi
Gupta, a neighbour of the
Sharmas, who had a tough time
when she moved to Shiv Shakti
Nagar two years ago. “I was not at
all prepared for the heat and was ill
for a month,” says the 35-year-old
homemaker and tailor. “The house
was so hot I had to send my young
children to their grandparents
every day, and nights were scarcely
better.” A few months ago, AKAH
installed a new woodwool ‘ceiling’
and Ms Gupta’s home has cooled

miraculously since.




A member of a technical team speaks to residents of a home in Panchasheel
Chowk while assessing indoor heat conditions and possible solutions

The heat aside, conditions in
Chandrapur are much different
from Mira Bhayander. Dwellings
are larger in this district
headquarters, which is surrounded
by reserve forests. But it still suffers
from heat stress, with peak
temperatures in the high 40s (it is
among the top 10 places in India
with the maximum number of
40°C-plus days in a year).

Chandrapur’s informal
settlements house about 40% of the
city’s population, some 128,000
people in total. It has been
identified as a high-priority area

with respect to heat-related illnesses.

The city also experiences water
scarcity due to overextraction and
insufficient recharge. Paradoxically,
it also has to cope with flooding
during the monsoons.

Three heat-reduction solutions
have been implemented by AKAH

in 200 homes in Chandrapur,
where most dwellings are well
ventilated and have cement, tin or
galvanised iron sheets as roofs. The
concrete homes are now roofed
with a layer of China mosaic tiles,
which are heatproof and water-
resistant. Homes with tin or
galvanised-iron roofs receive several
coats of solar reflective white paint
on the outside and an underdeck

layer of mineral wool insulation.

“It was torture”

That’s how it is at the home of
Mukunda Bawne, a retired security
guard. The 75-year-old first arrived
in Chandrapur in the 1970s and
remembers it to be lush and cool.
“But there has been so much
construction and industrial activity
in the last 10-15 years, this place has
become tremendously hot,” he says.

“It was torture.”
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Things changed drastically for
Mr Bawne. The roof of his 500-sq-ft
home is now coated with white solar
reflective paint, and a mineral wool
insulation layer has been added to
the ceiling. “I haven’t had such
sound sleep in years,” he says of his
improved living conditions.

Mira Bhayander and
Chandrapur highlight a near-
catastrophic climate challenge for
Maharashtra as a whole. The
Climate Vulnerability Index
(published by the Council on
Energy, Environment and Water)
rates it among the five states most at
risk from extreme climate events. In
the 2023 January-September time
span, Maharashtra suffered 106
extreme weather events, which
jumped to 142 during the same
period in 2024.

Meanwhile, there is one problem
that remains to be resolved in both
Chandrapur and Mira Bhayander:
shortage of water. “Our heat
solutions can reduce temperatures
substantially, but the main issue will
always be about water availability,”
says Ms Muranjan. “We will soon be
introducing permeable grass pavers
that will help in water absorption.”

The idea is to secure a 20%
increase in green surfaces with the
use of the grass pavers, alongside a
3-4 mm rise in groundwater levels
over five years with the recharge of
water bodies.

Homes in these two project
areas have already become more
habitable with heat reduction
solutions. With the increased green
cover and water availability, the
situation promises to get better for

Chandrapur’s denizens.
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On the map and In the loop

s India urbanises, small
A towns are emerging as
critical sites of transition. Yet
these towns are often ill-equipped
to manage rapid and unplanned
urbanisation, facing a host of
dif culties in delivering basic
services, addressing inequities
and preparing for disasters.

A key challenge in low-income
settlements in these small towns
and semi-urban spreads is the
absence of formal, veri able
household addresses. This limits
residents’ access to essential
services. Simultaneously, urban
local bodies face constraints in
planning, prioritisation and service
delivery due to the lack of reliable
spatial and infrastructure data.

A Tata Trusts programme
in Uttar Pradesh is currently
engaged in the spatial mapping
of three towns close to Lucknow,
the state capital: Mohanlal Ganj,
Banthra and Ram Sanehi Ghat.
When it’s done, every building,
home, water body and road in
these towns will have a digital
address, which means they can
be included in urban planning
and management.

When the state government
launched its Akankshi Nagar
Yojana (aspirational cities
programme), the aim was to
develop small and transitioning
towns — taking 100 at a time
— that had been left out of
larger urban reform initiatives
and provide them with better
infrastructure and amenities. This

A municipal officer speaks to a resident during a visit to a settlement in Banthra
near Lucknow to collect data for the spatial mapping exercise

is essentially an urban planning
and systems strengthening
initiative for smaller centres
lacking the resources for the
rapid and inevitable urbanisation
they are caught up in.

The Trusts have collaborated
with an organisation called
Shelter Associates to undertake
spatial mapping of the three
towns. The project maps the
urban landscape at a granular
level, capturing key infrastructure
and public assets. The resulting
maps provide authorities with
a clearer understanding of
what exists on the ground and
where gaps in infrastructure and
services are.

The programme has also
incorporated the DigiPin system
introduced by the Department of
Posts, which takes the familiar
concept of a pin code a step
further. While a conventional pin
code typically covers an entire

neighbourhood or area, a DigiPin
provides a precise digital address
for a speci c location, making
it possible to identify individual
homes and structures.

This is particularly useful
in dense settlements where
conventional addresses may
not clearly identify a particular
household. It can help emergency
services locate homes quickly,
enable doorstep delivery of
goods and services, and make it
easier for authorities and service
providers to reach households.

“The data has brought
insights while also highlighting
gaps,” says Bigrai Narzari,
programme of cer, urban
inclusion, with the Tata
Trusts.“Now local bodies have a
better idea of where they stand
with respect to civic infrastructure
in these three towns, and how
problems can be addressed in
their overall plans.” B



OCTOBER 2026 | TATA TRUSTS HORIZONS

Commons ground

A programme in Rajasthan has ushered in systemic change by restoring

A capacity-building session on grass
seeds collection for community
members from Teerol village in
Rajasthan’s Udaipur district

barren lands, empowering women and building collective stewardship

havaribai Garasiya, a tribal,
I is in her 50s, has eight
children and is a

grandmother. A resident of
Kundlawas, a village of 180
households nestled beside a forest
in Rajasthan’s Udaipur district,
she would occasionally collect
grass and tree seeds from the forest
and trade them to a distant shop
for petty amounts. Ms Garasiya
was selling herself short.

Ms Garasiya’s knowledge of the
forest was more valuable than she
knew. With rain-fed farming and
livestock being the chief livelihood

sources in rural Rajasthan, native
grasses play an important role in
retaining groundwater, preventing
soil erosion and providing fodder,
besides helping maintain
biodiversity and sequester carbon.

Three years ago, Ms Garasiya,
along with a group of women
from Kundlawas, began converting
their traditional knowledge of
local flora and fauna into a regular
source of livelihood. That
happened after they joined the
‘native grass seeds collection
initiative’ based in Rajasthan’s
Aravalli Range.

The initiative was steered by
village communities from the
Gogunda, Sayra, Jhadol and
Phalasia subdivisions of Udaipur,
with technical assistance from the
Foundation for Ecological Security
(FES), a nonprofit based in Anand
(Gujarat) that is supported by the
Tata Trusts.

The seeds collected are used to
regenerate local pastures and to set
up seed banks that can be tapped
by other villages. Ms Garasiya has
been able to use her steady earnings
from selling grass seeds to start a
plant nursery. “I am not only better



off financially, but I have learned
new skills,” she says. “This initiative
has opened new doors for me.”

The grass seeds collection
initiative is doing much more than
empowering local women through
livelithood opportunities. It is the
foundation on which Ms Garasiya’s
community is able to build
ecological security, mainly by
restoring grazing grounds through
the replanting of local species.

The initiative puts stewardship
of commons — a term used to
describe shared natural and cultural
resources — back in the hands of
village communities. Crucially,
it has engendered systemic policy
change.

Launched in 2022-23 and
covering 28 villages in Udaipur
district, the initiative has led to the
collection and storage of tens of
thousands of kilos of seeds. The

programme is an example of why
preserving commons is important.
It seeks to restore natural resources
like forests, pastures and water
bodies that have traditionally been
held in ‘common ownership’ by

local communities.

A steady decline
These resources, which are an
important source of livelihoods,
ecological security and community
well-being, have declined steadily
over time due to various factors.
To counter the degradation of
commons, FES has been backing
community institutions for more
than two decades in some 70,000
villages across India. Rajasthan has
1.6 million hectares of commons
— comprising around 30% of the
land in each village — chiefly
charagahs or shyamlat pastures, as
they are locally called.

- Fodder being‘ﬂ‘ansp_onedopcamelbacknear s
* Kanj Ka Gurha village in Udaipur district
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“This is a mainly grassland
region and these grasslands are
important to sustain village
economies,” says Vinod Paliwal,
district lead in Udaipur for FES.

The widespread degradation of
the Aravallis in recent years has
affected the grasslands as well.
Native grasses like seran (Sehima
nervosumz) and kali lanp
(Heteropogon contortus) have
declined owing to long-term and
unsustainable use, widespread
invasion of non-native species like
lantana, and natural factors like soil
erosion and water scarcity.

“In landscape everything is
connected and grasslands is one of
the important parts for the holistic
restoration of the larger landscape,”
says Subrata Singh, executive
director at FES (see interview on
page 21). Supporting the

interlinkages between grasslands,
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A group of women — they were trained for the task — collect grass seeds in Reechwara village in Udaipur district

agriculture and livestock is crucial
in the Rajasthan context.

Sourcing the seeds is an
important aspect of the initiative.
According to Mr Paliwal, around
5-6kg of seeds are required to
replant one hectare of grassland.
However, two premier seed
institutes — one in Jodhpur,
Rajasthan, and another in Jhansi,
Madhya Pradesh — had only
around 500kg of grass seeds, just
enough for a few pilot projects.
Seeds available in local markets
were of poor quality.

“When we started work here,
native grass seeds, which are a
primary requirement for restoring
degraded commons land, were not
available even with private
vendors,” says Mr Paliwal.

These factors led to discussions
about a community-based native
grass seed collection and
regeneration initiative in the
Aravalli hills. The organisation

spent nearly three years mobilising
the community, strengthening their
collective action and building
linkages with local civic bodies,
governments, nonprofits and
market participants before

launching the initiative.

Village voice

FES facilitates the establishment
of village institutions (VIs) by
community members in villages
and habitats, who set their own
bylaws for ecological restoration.
“Securing tenure of the commons
is vital since it incentivises the
communities to protect and invest
for the long term in commons
governance and restoration,”
explains Mr Singh.

The FES team first initiated a
dialogue with villages in the
Gogunda, Sayra, Jhadol and
Phalasia subdivisions of Udaipur
district. “There was demand for

grass seeds but it took time to

convince the villagers to join the
initiative,” recounts Mr Paliwal.

With support from FES,
communities, especially women,
mapped healthy commons to
identify where native grass seeds
could be collected, and degraded
ones for restoration efforts.

“Initially, they were extremely
sceptical about whether a market
exists for native grass seeds. We
convinced them to give it a try,”
says Asha Cholaviya, deputy
project officer at FES who works
with these communities in Sayra,
which includes Kundlawas. “We
had to assure the locals they would
get compensated at a rate
equivalent to what the forest
department offered.”

Another challenge was that
many women did not know how to
collect, clean and store the grass
seeds. Extensive training
programmes and field
demonstrations, including



publishing pictorial pamphlets and
calendars on different seed varieties
and their flowering months, helped
the communities to take this ahead.

“When we first started
collecting seeds, it was very difficult
as the menfolk would mock us and
discourage us, saying no one had
sold seeds here previously,” says
Indirabai Garasiya, now an active
seed collector. Native grass seeds
like kali lanp are thorny, so the
women devised a protective
clothing cover.

At a broader level, a need was
felt to create an ecosystem for the
holistic restoration of the
landscape. This led to the
formation of federations
comprising VIs, local civic bodies,
government representatives from
the agriculture, irrigation and forest
departments, other nonprofits, and
researchers. “Anyone interested in
the development of the landscape
can contribute, but the community
and community institutions have
supremacy,” adds Mr Singh.

Collective success

The initiative is now running
smoothly. In Kundlawas, for
instance, around 30 women collect
seeds in two cycles, then clean and
store them. The panchayat (village
council) oversees the collection
and sale of seeds, using them
partially for local regeneration
and selling the remaining to other
panchayats, nonprofits and the
state forest department.

In the first year, the initiative
saw 2,500kg of seeds being
collected. Then the momentum
picked up. “After seeing the
women earn money, more people

started asking if they could join
in,” says Mr Paliwal.

Initially, the initiative was
supported by FES to buy the seeds.
As the engagement grew, linkages
were established between the
community and gz/a parishads
(district councils), nonprofits and
the forest department, all of whom
needed the seeds.

Seed collection in Udaipur
district increased to 8,000kg in
2023-24 and further to 11,000kg by
2024-25. More than 100 VIs, some
50 self-help groups and two
federations are engaged in it today,
covering 45,571 acres of commons
and 7,223 households. Such success
has inspired communities in other
districts, Rajsamand and Bhilwara
among them, to start grass seed
collection initiatives.

The two brightest outcomes of
the programme are the systemic
change and the empowerment of
women it has fostered.

The consistent engagements of
communities and FES with local
and state bodies led to the
establishment of a multilateral task
force by the Rajasthan government
on commons development. In
2024-25, the government allocated
%10 million to establish 150 seed
banks across the state.

“Normally, seed banks are
related to pulses and food crops,”
explains Mr Paliwal. “This is the
first government initiative for a
vegetation seed bank that collects
local grass and tree seeds and uses
them to restore commons.”

The 150 seed banks are up and
running, including 30 in Udaipur
district. Each seed bank is managed

by two seed experts, who work

CENTRE STAGE

under the direction of the local
panchayat, and monitored by the
state’s watershed department.

In 2025, the Rajasthan
government allocated 50,000 to
each bank to cover training
programmes and salaries of seed
experts like Rekhabai Garasiya, who
manages the Kundlawas seed bank.
Her work includes maintaining
records, weighing and storing the
seeds, and monitoring for spoilage.

Trained to deliver

“I received four months’
training, during which time I
learned about different grasses and
seed collection,” says Ms Rekhabai.
Adds Indirabai Garasiya, another
seed expert: “Earlier I had to ask
my husband for money. Now I
earn my own and am able to save.”

Financial independence is not
the only gain for these women. They
get to visit other villages and
participate in workshops and the
like. “Where once they used to be
hesitant, the women now handle
everything on their own,” says
Ms Cholaviya. “They want to learn
new things and are constantly
thinking about how to enhance their
work and implement their ideas.”

The women also take pride that
their work helps the local ecology.
The Kundlawas seed bank is one of
the 150 seed banks established and
serves eight neighbouring villages
and has helped restore once-barren
commons in the region. “This is a
classic case of bottom-up impact,”
says Mr Singh, “of communities
coming together to bring about
systemic change.” W

Aarti Dua
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‘Spaces of belonging,
Identity and dlgnlty

‘Commons’ is a term that refers
to natural, cultural and other
shared resources that belong

to communities rather than
individuals or the government.
Among these shared resources
are rivers and oceans, forests
and fisheries, folk art and
community spaces, and they
are often critical sources of
livelihoods, ecological health and
overall well-being.

The Foundation for Ecological
Security (FES), a nonprofit based
in Anand, Gujarat, and established
in 2001, has championed the
commons cause by restoring
degraded ecosystems and
conserving land, forest and water
resources through collective
action. FES, which is supported by
the Tata Trusts in its collaborative
‘promise of commons’ initiative,
has touched more than 45 million
lives while restoring about 18
million acres of land across India.

Subrata Singh, executive
director at FES, talks about
how the organisation is seeding
and nurturing systemic changes
on the ground. Excerpts from
the interview:

Why is it imperative to restore

India’s commons?

Commons are among India’s
most valuable yet least recognised
national assets. They are much
more than forests, pastures or
water bodies; they are shared
resources shaped by generations of
community life, where people and
nature have coexisted and evolved
together for centuries.

Commons are not only a
source of livelihoods and ecological
health but also spaces for the poor,
spaces of belonging, identity and
dignity where communities can

participate in decision-making and
shape the future of their villages.

India has nearly 205 million
acres of commons that support the
lives and livelihoods of more than
350 million rural people. The
ecosystem services provided by these
commons are estimated to have an
average economic value of 36.6
trillion, the equivalent of around
3.6% of India’s GDP. Yet this
contribution remains largely
unaccounted for. Forests are
particularly critical for tribal
communities and their livelthoods,
with 40-60% of their annual income
coming from forest produce.

These shared resources have
steadily declined due to elite capture,
land diversion — such as for
industrial projects — and the erosion
of customary institutions. The
consequences of this decline are
visible across rural India.

Degraded commons mean poor
water security, poorer soils, reduced
biodiversity, greater vulnerability to
climate extremes and shrinking
livelihood opportunities, particularly
for women and other marginalised
groups. Healthy commons offer one
of India’s most powerful pathways
to address the interconnected
challenges of poverty, equity and

climate change.

What does it take to restore
these commons?

Restoring commons is not simply
about planting trees or constructing
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Women collecting grass
seeds from pasture land
in Solankiyon Ka Gurha
village in Rajasthan’s
Rajsamand district

water-harvesting structures. It is
equally about restoring the voice
and agency of local communities, as
also village institutions, community
rights and ecological understanding,.
The challenges are largely
systemic. Commons often fall
across multiple government
departments, resulting in
fragmented responsibilities. Public
investments are not always aligned
with community priorities, while
weak accountability constrains the
implementation of policies.
Underlying these challenges is the
persistent perception that
communities are incapable of
governing their own commons.
The ‘promise of commons’
programme was designed precisely
to address these barriers. It
strengthens collaboration among
communities, governments, civil
society organisations, researchers

and other stakeholders through
multi-actor platforms and coalitions.
It invests in capacity building, digital
public infrastructure, evidence
generation and narrative building
while working closely with
governments to strengthen policies,
programme architectures and
implementation systems.

The seed-collection initiative in
Rajasthan is an example. The
community demonstrated the
power of collective action and local
stewardship by collecting and
reviving native grass species, making
seed balls and using them for the
restoration of village commons.

This evidence influenced the
state government to scale the
programme to a few more districts,
eventually leading to a dedicated
state programme, backed by
institutional and capacity-building
mechanisms, financial resources

and implementation support for
the restoration of grasslands.

How is FES strengthening
the links between agriculture,
livestock and commons?
Agriculture, livestock and commons
are inseparable components of
India’s rural production systems.
They have co-evolved over centuries
as an integrated socioecological
system, with each sustaining and
reinforcing the other. Promise
of commons adopts a landscape
approach rather than treating
forests, farms, grazing lands and
water bodies as separate entities.
We facilitate the formation of
multi-actor platforms to collectively
address landscape issues, ensuring
coordination and convergence.
Communities are supported to
understand their landscapes,
prepare participatory conservation
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plans and strengthen institutions at
various levels to collectively govern
their shared resources.

When generational knowledge
and an appreciation of the
interlinkages involved are
combined with scientific data and
tools, communities are able to
make informed decisions that
enable commons, agriculture and
livestock to thrive together. We are
seeing encouraging examples of
this, like in Rajasthan, where
restored village pastures have
strengthened agriculture and
livestock-based livelihoods.

What changes has promise of
commons brought about?
One of the most encouraging
changes is that commons are
gradually moving from the
margins to the mainstream of
public discourse and policy.
Increasingly, they are being
recognised as critical to addressing
the interconnected challenges of
climate change, social justice and
equity, and rural poverty.

One significant development is
the recommendation in the latest
Economic Survey of India to
recognise commons as a distinct
land category. This will pave the
way for systematic mapping and
recording of commons and,
eventually, their restoration.

The institutional architecture
for the governance of commons
has also evolved in states such as
Rajasthan, Karnataka and Andhra
Pradesh. Commons are finding
place in state government
programmes and guidelines, and
there is a higher allocation of
financial resources and capacity-

building architecture. There’s also

a recognition of the need for
data-enabled decision-making
systems in the governance and
restoration of commons.
Collaboration between
community institutions, nonprofits,
academic and research institutions,
and the media has also evolved,
both at the landscape and regional
levels, to collectively work on
commons and interconnected issues
such as agriculture, livestock,
wildlife and nutrients. Moreover,
academic institutions have
integrated, specialised courses and
curriculum modules on common:s.
On the ground, communities
across different regions are
regaining voice, agency and power
as custodians of commons. They
are securing rights and restoring
their commons, strengthening local

Two villagers from
Khakhra Khuna in
Udaipur district with
their harvested grass

institutions, evolving locally agreed
rules, and preparing and
implementing restoration plans.
These efforts are translating into
healthier ecosystems, and women
are increasingly emerging as leaders
in these processes.

Perhaps the most important
change is in the mindset.
Communities are increasingly being
recognised not as beneficiaries of
commons conservation but as their
primary stewards. Gram panchayats
[village councils] and local
institutions are seen not only as
governing bodies but also as
custodians of commons.

Since everything is
interconnected, the real impact
lies in how these changes at
multiple levels reinforce one
another to create lasting and
system-level impact. B
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That fading feeling

Dementia is the focus of a campaign that prioritises

awareness, early detection and more to manage a

condition that affects patients as much as their families

t took a while for Karuna Guttikonda
I to have her now 85-year-old father,

Sreeram Murthy, screened for
dementia. Then, about seven years ago, the
retired mechanical engineer began
behaving ever more unusually: getting lost
on his way home; becoming delusional

and disoriented; and, eventually, failing to

recognise his children. A screening was
inevitable and Mr Murthy was diagnosed
with Alzheimer’s disease.

“It took us a long time to spot the
signs,” says Ms Guttikonda, who lives in
Gurugram near New Delhi. “My mother
lost her vision 20 years ago and my father
had been taking care of her; he was such
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