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Dharavi is an informal, special economic zone that has formed organically to serve the needs of its inhabitants. Unlike other slums in the world, Dharavi has 
become an economic powerhouse and plays a vital role in the larger Mumbai community. 
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Ten years ago the Bareilly Compound was 
made up exclusively of immigrants from Bareilly, Uttar 
Pradesh who worked for a single textile shop. Today the 
street has over 50 different shops and is home to about 
245 people, including families that have lived on this 
street for four generations or more. While there is limited 
water access, there is only one public toilet facility with 
no running water. The original textile company now has 
shops located as far as Goa India and exports goods to 
the global market. 

Mumbai is made up of many nagars or wards. The 
Social Nagar is an area that was consumed into what is 
now part of the greater Dharavi Slum. It is not in any 
way remarkably different from other parts of the slum. 
To understand concepts of neighborhood bonds you 
must focus in on smaller areas such as streets and 
districts which are much smaller than the Nagars laid 
out by the city of Mumbai. There are industrial and multi-
use districts in dharavi. However, these are all loosely 
defined as industries adjust to meet ever changing 
demands. The free market thus takes responsibility for 
shaping the needs of these locals.

Dharavi can best be be described as an informal 
economic zone. It’s low rents, low wages, and lack of 
regulation are the result of generations of established 
social norms. Over time these norms have created a 
flourishing economy that supports a low cost of living. 
Because of this, many people move to the slum to start 
businesses. The high levels of social capital have 
created a thriving place for small buisnesses. 

Mumbai is India’s largest economy. It is projected 
that 30-40% of India’s exports originate in the informal 
economy.  Dharavi makes up a key part of this 
economic power but is under constant threat by 
governmental forces who value the land under the 
slums more than than livelihoods of those that live on it. 

This Laundry District is a major 
economic operation. There are several 
such districts throughout the province. 
These districts service not just the 
residence of Dharavi but also serve 
clients in the city including the major 
hotels and other businesses. As such, 
these enterprises serve not just 
Dharavi’s internal economy, but also 
bring in jobs and money into the province 
that otherwise would not exist.

Religious and community centers act 
as nodes within the province. These, like 
Dharavi as a whole, are organically 
realized and often surpass satisfying 
their main function. For example, you 
may have a classroom or religious 
building that functions as a meeting 
spaces or even as a residential units.

Similarly to the laundry districts. 
Recycling Districts such as this one 
located in the south-westernmost corner 
of the province, bring in a massive 
amount of capital into Dharavi. In this 
photograph you can see plastics which 
will soon be cut and crushed by hand 
into granular pieces of plastic which will 
be melted down and recycled. Trash is a 
free commodity and Dharavi is 
responsible for Mumbai having an 
astonishing 80% recycling rate.


