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In many cities the state struggles to provide adequate housing and basic services 

like water, sanitation, electricity. In such cases, the urban poor resort to informal tactics to obtain 

necessary resources. Some examples of these tactics are- casual work opportunities, building 

homes on unowned land, getting piped water, phone lines or electricity through informal 

channels, and increased activity with municipal bureaucracies and neighborhood organizations. 

These tactics are action-oriented, they are overwhelmingly quiet since the claims are made 

largely individually rather than by united groups. They help the urban poor remain in the city, 

indirectly challenging the propertied and powerful (Bayat 2004). This paper examines the 

implications of these tactics in the context of urban planning.  

  

Drawing from a nationally representative urban sample of approximately 20,000 households in 

India, I show how these tactics by the urban poor are made possible through vast, intricate social 

networks. The survey covers 971 urban neighborhoods across India gathering information on 

infrastructure in cities among other issues. Using a multivariate regression and structural 

equation model, I compare the factors that impact access to basic services between slum and 

non-slum households. I find that having more network ties in the community leads to a 

significant increase in access to basic services for slum households. Further, slum neighborhoods 

leverage their organized networks significantly more than their unorganized networks. Organized 

networks like membership and affiliation with non-profits, alliances, political parties, self-help 

groups and unions have a much larger effect on access to basic services than unorganized 

networks like acquaintance with the local politician.  

 

Through these tactics, the urban poor build not only parallel infrastructures, but also set up entire 

communities. Hence, this work helps understand planning challenges and opportunities in spaces 

where there are multiple claims to the use of resources like housing and allied services. Critical 

planning theories like participatory planning suggest the need to reinvent master planning and 

promote citizen participation as a key component in planning contentious spaces in cities 

(Holston, J. 2009). Thus, analysis of informal tactics can further the understanding of citizen 

participation in the field of participatory planning.


