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India’s Worlds of Waste - IlI
Urgency of Understanding Sanitation Drivers in ‘Smaller

Cities’ in India: National and International Relevance!

The paper emphasises the fact that the fastest growth in India’s urban population is occurring
in its smaller cities and towns. They have glaringly inadequate sewerage and public sanitation
infrastructure. But there is still time, before they grow too large, to begin to provide some of

the requirements for a healthy urban life.

Shubhagato Dasgupta?®

Urbanisation and Modern Sanitation

Many scholars have identified and recognised the benefits of the urban situation wherein large

numbers of people live in close proximity under conditions of relative density and diversity
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(Henderson 2003; Venables 2005; others). Urbanisation does not only provide benefits, it also
poses challenges, especially in social and environmental terms. “The concentration of millions
of people in a small mass creates challenges for public policy, especially in the areas of basic
infrastructure, public health, traffic congestion....” (Glaeser 2012). However urbanisation also
provides opportunities for social and technological innovation and its rapid dispersion. Modern
sanitation has been one of the critical innovations in addressing environmental and public
health issues in urban areas, since the “sanitary revolution” in mid-19" century in England. As
argued by (Fox 2012), “Before the nineteenth century, urban settlements with rudimentary
water and sanitation infrastructure were especially conducive to the spread of infectious and
parasitic diseases. As a consequence, death rates tended to exceed birth rates, turning cities into
“demographic sinks”. The underlying conditions of the urban transition were the advent of
technologies and institutions that facilitate disease control and surplus energy availability, these
factors stimulate mortality decline in both rural and urban areas. Mortality decline facilitates
urban population growth directly by raising the rate of urban natural increase and indirectly by
raising the rate of rural-to-urban migration”. Sanitation improvements benefited public health
and contributed to furthering urbanisation during the era of rapid urbanisation and

industrialisation in Europe.

Urbanisation in India

South Asia, in contrast has had low levels of urbanisation when compared to other regions of
the world (Mohan, Dasgupta 2005). South Asia and Africa will be the locations where most
growth in urbanisation will be witnessed in the future. India’s urban population is only
projected to touch the 50% mark in 2050 as per UN estimates (UNDESA 2014). This would
mean that an additional 430 million people in India would be living in urban areas. Within this
large growth of urban population the proportion of people living in mega-cities with population
above 10 million will rise, essentially due to new cities entering the mega-cities bracket, not
because these cities are growing faster. There has been a slowing of rates of population growth
in larger cities in India: for the fourth consecutive decade there has been a decline in the decadal
growth rates. Moreover, during the last decade, growth rates in smaller cities have been

significantly higher than in the recent past. Hence, most of India’s new urban population and



therefore urban growth can be expected to take place in smaller cities with populations less
than a million (Nijman 2012; Mukhopadayay 2013).

Urban Sanitation and the ‘Swachh Bharat’ Objective

Over the last year, India’s Prime Minister Narendra Modi has repeatedly spoken about the
importance and need to improve sanitation (Victor Mallet 2014; Kavita lyer 2014). The
national government has accorded the subject the highest policy attention. The Minster of
Housing and Urban Development and Parliamentary Affairs was also recently quoted as calling
the sanitation program of the government the “Mother of all new Missions” (Dipak Dash 2015).
While like in the past, the focus is strongly improving access (and use) in rural area, some
attention is also being paid to urban sanitation, with a new urban program called the ‘Swachh
Bharat’ Mission (Urban) now under implementation. The focus on rural sanitation is not
surprising and builds on efforts of previous governments. The first rural sanitation program
was initiated by the government of India back in 1986 called the Central Rural Sanitation
Program, at a time when only 1 % of rural households had adopted toilets for everyday
sanitation. The urban program is significant given that it is the first national program in urban
areas which universalises toilet incentives from governments. The earlier urban sanitation
program called the Integrated Low Cost Sanitation Scheme (ILCS) focused on conversion of
manually scavenged toilets to pit toilets and new toilets only for the economically weaker

sections.

Sanitation in India is a global concern. While India is home to 17.5 percent of the world’s
population, close to 60% of the people globally who do not have toilets and defecate in the
open, live in India (Joint Monitoring Program 2014). The scale of the problem is reflected
within India too where more than fifty percent of the population as a whole doesn’t have access
to toilets or don’t use them. Solving India’s sanitation problem therefore is both a national and
global priority. These massive numbers of people not using, or not having access to, adequate
sanitation has led to India, as well as the world as a whole, not meeting the sanitation targets it
set itself, as part of the Millennium Development Goal (MDGSs). It is for this reason that the
new sanitation efforts by the government are being are internationally lauded (Arul Louis,
2014; PTI, 2015).



Given the magnitude and scale of this issue in India’s rural areas, the urban sanitation question
has been relatively neglected in research and by policy makers. Research on sanitation and
related public health in India has been either in rural areas (Spears 2013, 2014; Alok 2010) or
in a few larger cities (Chaplin 2011, Dasgupta 2011, McFarlane 2012, McFarlane, Desai,
Graham 2014). Urban sanitation as a whole in India however remains a topic of importance as
when compared internationally even with only 11 percent of the world’s urban population,
India houses 52 percent of the world’s urban population that does not have access to sanitation

facilities and defecates in the open (Joint Monitoring Program 2014).

The critical development stages of sanitation coincide with the moment when density and
populations increase, when villages become towns, towns become small cities, and small cities
witness rapid growth. It is at these junctures, with the rapid urban build-up and densification
that sanitation infrastructure must be developed from an efficiency point of view but also
because it becomes more necessary as environmental pressures rapidly increase. Since India’s
urban growth today seems concentrated at the lower echelons of the urban system, there is all

the more urgency to better understand urban sanitation issues in smaller towns.

Analysis of some key indicators of the urban sanitation scenario in India reinforces this
urgency. As per Census 2011 figures smaller cities house 69 percent of the urban population,

and 90.5 percent of the urban population who defecate in the open (Figure 1).

Figure 1: Urban Open defecation in India is most prevalent in smaller towns
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At other parts of the sanitation chain, which includes the toilet, the conveyance or
transportation system of the waste and the final treatment disposal or reuse of the waste, there
is also a severe lack of sanitation infrastructure, as shown in Figure 2. This figure shows that
though close to 33 percent of the urban population has reported connections to a sewerage
system in the Census 2011, as per the Central Pollution Control Board there is only 10-11
percent capacity installed for waste water treatment. While some of the septage from septic
tanks owned by households is collected, there is anecdotal evidence to show that a very small
part of this is treated. This result is that close to 90 percent of the waste from households is
discharged untreated to pollute the environment. When these data are disaggregated by city
size, they shows that while larger cities with more than a million population have about 52 %
installed capacity for waste water treatment in smaller cities of the size of 100,000 to 1 million
the total installed capacity is lower at 32 % and in the rest of the smaller towns the installed

capacity is a meagre 7% of the requirement.

Figure 2: Waste water and septage flow in urban India
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Limited Understanding Limits Progress

As is evident from the discussion above, smaller cities are significantly lagging behind larger
cities (above a million population) in access to everyday sanitation infrastructure as well as
infrastructure provided by the state, such as sewerage and waste water disposal. Why is this
the case? Given the nature of urbanisation in India, which is slower than most other continents
at comparable stages, and which has higher population growth rates in smaller towns as
compared to larger towns, researchers and policy makers need to pay more attention to
understand the special circumstances faced by residents in these geographies. This is especially
important if sanitation outcomes for smaller-city residents are to be ensured and national and

global targets for sanitation improvements are to be met.
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