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Survival Strategies of the Urban Poor — Scavenging and Recuperation in Calcutta
Furedy, C, Dr., Division of Social Science, York University, Downsview, Ont. M3J 1P3, Canada
Abstract: Recuperation and recycling take place at all levels of society in economies of scarcity. For the urban poor, they may be vital to "survival strategies" or may provide important supplements to uncertain and low wages. Currently scholars and planners are reassessing scavenging and waste recovery in developing countries in order to understand the role of these activities in the urban economy. Scavengers in different areas of Calcutta are des-cribed: pavement dwellers, municipal dump workers, and squatters in an elite suburb. It is argued that these groups contribute to effective use of waste, but there are severe health and environmental problems associated with their activities. There is need for comparative studies of scavengers to understand similarities and differences across poor but growing cities.
How do the poor survive in poor cities? One answer is that they seek to become a part of the webs of recuperation, reuse, and recycling that link different levels of society, from rich households to small enterprises to squatters' shacks. In Africa, Asia, and Latin America we can identify many ways in which the poor attempt to share in what the cities have to offer, even if it is only the waste products of those who are better off 1).
Scavenging and recuperation by poor individuals and groups are so widespread in Third World countries that, apart from being condemned or suppressed by local authorities, these activities have, for the most part, been accepted without systematic study. The ubiquitous scaven​ger, "an object of admiration to a few, of pity or repulsion to most" (Keyes 1974), has been seen as the ultimate symbol of urban poverty2). Larissa Lomnitz dramatically dubbed the marginal people of Latin America "the hunters and gatherers of the urban jungle" (Lomnitz 1977), while the local names for scavengers — the 'Vultures" of Cali (Birkbeck 1979), the "ants" of Tokyo (Taira 1969), the "marias" of Juarez (Price 1978) — may evoke associated images.
In the last decade, a number of perspectives on urban scavengers have begun to converge. Scholars are reexamining the survival strategies of the poor (Eames and Goode 1980) and calling for a more detached, if not positive, approach

to scavenging and recuperation at the lowest levels of the urban system (Keyes 1975, Mukherjee and Singh 1981). Scholars and planners investigating the informal economy see networks of reciprocity in the ways in which scavengers work and supply materials to small-scale manufacturing enterprises (Mukherjee n.d.). The desire to cope with in​creasing urban waste matter has led to discussion of the contribution scavengers make to reducing the bulk of urban garbage and to recovering items that cannot be mechanically retrieved (Cointreau 1982). This thrust is part of a wider concern for more effective waste recovery and recycling in the developing countries (Long et al. 1983).
While at first sight all scavengers may look alike, appearing dirty, ragged, diseased, or malnourished, the few studies available suggest a great variety in modes of scaven​ging and recuperation both within cities and across coun​tries. This discussion is offered as a contribution to building a series of case studies that will enable us to develop a typology of scavengers and thence to understand the ways in which these occupations are linked to the wider economic system of poor but growing cities.
Defining Scavenging
In most developing countries, recuperation and recycling takes place at all levels of society. Street and dump pickers
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are only the most visible among many who benefit from such activities. Little of value is discarded from residences. In rich households, the servants pick over wastes; itinerant small dealers buy bottles and paper from shops and homes; offices and industrial establishments sell quantities of waste materials directly to dealers.
We do not usually class household and commercial recuperation as scavenging. The original meaning of the term to scavenge was "to scrape dirt from the streets", and a scavenger was one whose privilege or job it was to remove dirt from public places. In the nineteenth century, before the development of regular municipal waste removal services, cities licensed scavengers, who enjoyed the right to use the waste materials as they wished 3). Today the legitimacy of scavenging has largely been lost with the dis​appearance of the recognized scavenger role. In many cities, scavenging from municipal garbage dumps is illegal, so those who engage in it are regarded as pilferers.
It would seem that we should retain at least part of the original meaning by confining scavenging to recovery of waste materials from public places. Recuperation would then refer to recovery from private spaces. Recycling refers to the transformation of recuperated waste products in some manner, rather than simple reuse of the materials. Even these simple distinctions will be difficult to maintain in the discussion of many scavenging groups, for their activities cross and recross abstract lines of definition.
Scavenging in Calcutta:
The Pavement Dwellers' Survey
All but the most protected of residents are aware of some of the many forms of scavenging and recuperation in a city like Calcutta, but it is virtually impossible to arrive at estimates of the number of people whose livelihood depends to some extent on gains (monetary or other) from recupera​tion. Although "rag picker", the usual term for all scaven​gers in India, may be included as an occupation in some surveys, one can surmise that only persons whose primary and long-term occupation is scavenging would give this as their occupation. Persons turning to scavenging tempo​rarily, or women and children who regard themselves as unemployed, even though they engage in scavenging, would not usually be included in such statistics.
We have not systematic account of scavenging and re​cuperation for Calcutta, but there are some passing referen​ces to these activities in the survey of pavement dwellers conducted for the Calcutta Metropolitan Development Authority (CMDA) by Dr. Sudhendu Mukherjee in the early 1970s (Mukherjee 1975). Among 10,841 pavement dwellers surveyed, 4.8 % gave their occupation as rag picker; however, the selected biographical sketches included in the report reveal that scavenging may contribute to pave​ment "households", even when the primary occupation is

some other work. Particularly important is the scavenging by children that supplements their families' income and goods.
Mukherjee thus argues that scavenging plays a larger role in the life of pavement dwellers than would appear from the statistics of the survey: almost any pavement family might resort to scavenging in the absence of other work and given the opportunity (Mukherjee 1975, Singh 1978). The organizational unit may not be a family group: one sketch describes a group of five boys, aged five to eight years, who collect paper, metal scraps, and cinders in the Kalighat area under the protection of a pavement-dwelling prostitute. Others who classed themselves as rag pickers were lone individuals; for instance, an old man who had been gathering rags and waste papers for 36 years and who had no desire to change his occupation or to seek some form of shelter, even if he could have afforded it. The loners among the pavement scavengers may fiercely value their independence of formal institutions (Mukherjee 1975, Keyes 1974).
Besides the paper pickers who frequent the business and commercial areas of the city, there are those who work in the vicinity of markets, collecting fruit and vegetables thrown away by stall holders. Food scavengers may set up their "stalls" on the pavement outside the market area. Hotels, restaurants, and food shops are other sources of food scraps. Other "specialists" may concentrate on metal picking in the areas of small workshops adjoining Burra Bazar and in Howrah across the river. Metal brings a higher return than paper, rags, or plastic, but, as little metal is discarded, the competition for pickings is keen.
An unusual form of scavenging mentioned in the report is the case of a man who, having established a foothold on the bank of the Hooghly River where bathers cast coins in the water in bathing rituals, dives to recover the coins in competition with other divers, each defending a territory or strip of the riverbed. He earned Rs 3 to 4 a day, twice as much as a paper picker in the central city, with the pros​pect of much better earnings during festivals, when thou​sands of pilgrims converge upon the river (Mukherjee 1975).
Scavengers, then, will position themselves as close as possible to the wastes they covet. If the CMDA report is taken as a guide, scavenging in Calcutta is undertaken by lone individuals (usually male migrants from rural areas), by groups of boys and young men, by men who are heads of families, by women and children of families, and by groups of families cooperating in an informal or small-scale enterprise. An instance of this last form is women and chil​dren collecting plastic wastes for recycling in small-scale plastics factories (Mukherjee n.d.).
Scavenged and recuperated items may be sold directly to the public, as in the case of market scavengers, or sold by weight to brokers or agents, who sell them to factories. The scavengers may take their pickings directly to receiving enterprises, or the materials may be used in production
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undertaken by the scavengers or their kin. Thus the organization of scavengers, materials retrieved, place of scavenging, and the methods of marketing or using the materials are all variables creating diversity in this little-studied dimension of the urban economy.
The CMDA survey gives no information on caste membership, but we can assume that the majority of Hindus classing themselves as scavengers are from the Scheduled Castes (Harijans, or, formerly, Untouchables), since the waste materials that they handle would be considered impure by most other groups. Caste values thus act to reserve these occupations for certain categories of persons in India. A similar "reservation" has been noted in several other societies (Cointreau 1982).

Municipal Squatter-Scavengers: The Dhapa Dump Village
Pavement scavengers for the most part congregate in the city's central business and manufacturing areas near offices, hotels, and enterprises. There are other squatter-scavengers and recuperators who occupy less-exposed sites. Two instances will be described: one, of a group operating on the urban fringe, picking from the municipal garbage dump; the other, conducting their business of fuel production from private land in a well-to-do suburb. Both are cases of family-based, supplementary work by Scheduled Caste migrants. As such, they have much in common, but they differ   in   some   respects.   The   municipal   scavengers are
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Fig 1 Lone scavenger on downtown street, Calcutta. Garbage cans are rarely used in India and refuse may wait for several days before collection. The high vegetable-matter content — much of it pieces of coconut shell - is apparent in this garbage pile (C. Furedy)

Fig 2     Squatter women line up to use one of the few water taps available at the dump site (C. Furedy)
engaged, for the most part, in simple scavenging; the sub​urban squatters represent recuperation with recycling in their manufacture of fuel balls.
Dump scavenging is common in Third World cities, but the circumstances under which it is carried out and the organization of the scavengers may differ greatly, as the Calcutta case illustrates, when compared with accounts such as those by Birkbeck for Cali, Colombia (Birkbeck 1978, 1979).
Scavenging, in the old sense, was the original method for disposing of accumulated rubbish in colonial Calcutta: licensed scavengers removed wastes from the streets before the city established its own garbage staff (Goode 1916). At the same time, members of the Chamar caste (leather workers) were allowed to remove the skins of dead animals at the ghats where the carcasses were deposited. After the creation of the municipal dump in 1867, these operations shifted to the dump site. The concentration of waste in one area naturally drew scavengers to the spot, but we know little of the nature of scavenging in the nineteenth century. Nor do we know just when families began to build squatter villages around the fringe of the dump. Some believe that the villages are a post-independence pheno​menon dating from when the Corporation of Calcutta rec​ruited as sweepers numbers of Schedules Caste immigrants to Bengal.
Unlike dump scavengers in many other developing cities, the scavenging families of Dhapa are not simply individuals who have come to squat near the site of refuse. In this case, squatting is an informal perquisite of municipal service, for every one of the households has a member who is employed as a sweeper, truck driver, or watchman by the Corporation of Calcutta. The scavenging is conducted by the women and children of the families, while the men

organize the sorting and sale of the pickings in their spare time.
The only systematic information on the dump families comes from a brief survey conducted in 1969 by the Church's Auxiliary for Social Action (CASA), a charitable organization which has included among its projects the improvement of health and living conditions for a group that suffers some of the worst conditions the city has to offer. At that time, there were 146 families and 640 people out of whom 170 were engaged in wage-labour transporting or depositing garbage for the city (CASA 1969). They were predominantly Scheduled Caste Hindus from Bihar, with some coming from Orissa. Since then, the population has increased to more than a thousand.
The system of scavenging can be readily observed at any time when there is enough light to see the garbage. Refuse is most desirable when it arrives at the dump, carried by municipal trucks or by "public carriers" - con​tractors supplementing the municipal fleet. Women and children hurry to be ready behind the trucks as they back up to off-loading pits.
Even as the refuse is shovelled from the trucks, the pickers reach for finds. Two to three hundred trucks arrive at the dump daily, so there is always activity around this area. At the same time, other scavengers can be seen scat​tered around the dump at the sites where refuse has been redistributed (either by the municipal railway or by cart). Pickers work in family groups or individually: a mother nursing an infant forms a depot with large cane baskets where her older children deposit their gatherings; older chil​dren supervise the work of their younger brothers and sisters; older women may also be seen working a particular "claim". All share the space with other scavengers: pigs,
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Tab 1    Composition of Calcutta Garbage
	
	Average %
	 by weight
	

	Ash & earth
	33.6
	Rags
	3.6

	Garbage
	16.0
	Paper
	3.2

	Leaves
	13.0
	Stone
	1.8

	Ignited coal
	8.1
	Leather, skins
	0.8

	Earthenware
	6.6
	Iron & metal
	0.6

	Hay & straw
	6.3
	Plastic & polythene
	0.6

	Coconut shelf pieces
	5.0
	Bones
	0.4

	
	
	Glass
	0.4

	(CMDA 1976)
	
	
	


goats, cattle, kites and vultures, and many varieties of smaller creatures.
What is it that the pickers are able to scavenge? Very little, it would seem at first sight, for these scavengers operate at the very end of the chains of recuperation in the city. It has been quipped that Calcutta has the cleanest garbage in the world (Lelyveld 1975). At any rate, the city's waste shares with some other large Asian cities a dis​tinctive composition: high vegetable and dirt content with little paper, metal or glass (Tab 1).
In spite of the slim pickings, the Dhapa families, specializing in different items, manage to amass saleable quantities. The most common materials gathered are scraps of cloth, tin cans, pieces of paper, bone 4), wood, and coal cinders. The specialties of the families are apparent in the dump village as the day's pickings are sorted beside the elementary huts, themselves constructed of scavenged materials. While most of the materials will be immediately sold to middlemen or to factory agents, in the case of coal cinders, the dump families engage in production themselves, grinding the cinders to dust and mixing this with cow or buffalo dung to make gools in the same way as the "elite" gool makers described below.
The system of marketing of the recuperated materials does not appear, from what we know, to be as highly organized as that associated with some municipal dumps where factory agents appear at a certain hour each day to negotiate the price to be paid for pickings (Birkbeck 1978). A family may not gather enough in one day to compose a saleable load, but the Dhapa pickers can readily store their daily pickings in or around their huts and compounds.
The sale will often be negotiated by the male head of the household after his return from work. However, the women may be engaged in marketing pickings, either nego​tiating with the middlemen or selling directly in street mar​kets. Children may also be despatched to sell reconstituted fuel on the streets or in nearby slums.
Scavenging by animals is equally important to the Dhapa families. Almost every family keeps some chickens,

Fig 3 Young scavengers at Dhapa dump. One girl wears her scaven​ging basket as a hat. These children of Scheduled Caste migrants to Calcutta have limited prospects for education and a change in their life style. A school established for squatter children is poorly attended (C. Furedy)
pigs, or goats, while the better-off may own cattle. The possibility of keeping animals on the dump emerged as an important factor in the 1969 survey, when alternative housing was discussed: most families believed that reloca​tion would mean they could not keep animals, and they expressed unwillingness to move, especially to public housing units. The same reasoning has been noted in shanty-towns in other countries.
The living conditions of the dump villagers are judged among the worst in the city because of the flies, vermin, the few outlets for water, and the few facilities for the number of people living there. During the monsoon months, the village site, a former infill area lacking any drainage, is reduced to almost a quagmire. Rates of infant mortality and levels of illness are very high here. Yet these families are by no means the poorest of Calcutta's poor since, with the income from municipal service and the supplementary gain from scavenging, their average monthly incomes are higher than those for a great many poor families in the metropolitan area (CASA 1969). They have found, or created, a relatively secure niche at the periphery of the urban economy.
This stability is underpinned by the benefits to the Corporation in allowing this supplementary work. The opportunity for scavenging encourages the stability of the workforce of sweepers and chowkidars, while scavenging here does not cause the problems created by street scaven​ging in the city. There are benefits, too, for the factories and enterprises that secure cheap supplies from scavengers.
From a more radical perspective the dump families might be regarded as exploited by the Corporation and by the factories and enterprises, which pay them minimally for the  scavenged materials 5). The scavengers are at a
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Fig 4 The khatal on undeveloped land in Ballygunge, south Cal​cutta. Buffalo and cattle had access to grazing and to water holes. The khatal keeper sold the right to gather the herd's dung to neigh​bouring squatters (C. Furedy)

Fig 5 Marketing the fuel of the poor in Calcutta. A woman minds her children with coal dust gools spread by the roadside. The poor burn gools in elementary chulas (stoves) made of buckets with sun-dried clay tops (C. Furedy)
severe disadvantage: most do not speak Bengali, and they accept their lowly status as Untouchables and are in no position to bargain for a better return for their labour. But the municipal authority and the dealers whose cooperation facilities the scavenging would doubtless argue that they are doing a favour in allowing the sweeper families to supple​ment their incomes by scavenging.
Ballygunge Gool-Makers
The Dhapa families are unusual among scavengers in their relatively secure base in the dump village. For years, some Ballygunge gool makers counted themselves lucky in their squatters' niche in this predominantly upper-middle-class suburb of the city. However, the private plot has now been given over to high-rise development, and the gool makers have lost their convenient "industrial site".
Until recently a plot of land of about one acre in the suburb of Ballygunge lay undeveloped, surrounded by three- to five-storied apartment buildings and private homes. The land was swampy in parts, containing a couple of large ponds. The close-cropped grass suggested a suburban park, but the cropping in fact was performed by a buffalo herd of a khatal (stable) occupying one corner of the lot. It was the by-product of this herd that attracted a group of families, about six or seven households, to build their squatters' shacks up against the outer walls of blocks of flats adjoining the land. These families arranged with the khatal keeper to gather the herd's dung at the rate of a few pence per animal. This is one small example of the patron-client and symbiotic relations that structure the informal economy.

Animal dung is widely used throughout South Asia as fuel for all manner of chulas (stoves). Where coal dust is available, fuel can be produced by shaping wet dung and coal into fuel balls. Like the dump scavengers, these squat​ters came from neighbouring states, predominantly from Bihar, with some coming from Uttar Pradesh. Similarly, their productive activities were largely conducted by the women and children, for the men worked as rickshaw pul​lers, porters, cart pullers, and market vendors. The men brought the bags of coal dust from a nearby factory and carried off the finished product for marketing; but only when they were out of work did they take any hand in gool making proper. The women and children worked whenever there was sufficient light and, depending on the supplies of raw materials, would produce gools alone or traditional cow-dung cakes, the latter being dried on the walls sur​rounding the land.
Goof production is very dependent on the weather, as the balls will not dry in the wet season. The peak season is the cool dry weather of winter. At this time, the gool-making operations spread out to occupy much of the available space. At capacity production, upwards of a thousand gools were produced daily. Depending on the pro​duction levels, the men would either hawk the gools them​selves in the neighbourhood to households, tea shops and restaurants, pavement dwellers, and bust/'s or sell quantities to middlemen, who would market them further afield. The price received ranged from Rs 2.50 to 3.50% and these prices have not increased significantly in the last decade. The increases in price of other cooking and heating fuels have meant that gools are more and more in demand, with many households that would have previously used oil stoves falling back on gool-fired chulas.
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When this land was finally brought under development about two years ago, the squatters were evicted. Unable to find space together in any nearby bust/, each family sought out kin in different bustis in the city. Undoubtedly some of the women still find the opportunity for gool making, but without the convenience and space of the vacant lot in Ballygunge.
Conclusion
Scavengers and recuperators can be viewed within differing frames of reference. Birkbeck sees their existence in Cali as an aspect of an exploitive labour system. Lomnitz, Price, and Mukherjee and others have focussed on the social values and the relations of reciprocity embedded in their organization. Seeing scavenging in Manila as the only alter​native to starvation, Keyes emphasizes the constraints that operate at every level in the chain of recuperation to leave the scavenger with the smallest returns for the dirtiest work (Keyes 1974).
To date few local authorities have been influenced by such views, whether academic or humane. To most ad​ministrators, scavengers and squatters are nuisances par excellence: their operations are eyesores, their activities contribute to traffic congestion and to health problems, they get in the way of modernization and the beautifica-tion of cities, and they contravene local laws (Haynes, El-Hakim 1979; Keyes 1974; Calcutta Corporation 1976). The degree to which municipal authorities act upon these judgments varies. In Calcutta, while many informal operators are subject to periodic controls and harrassment, citywide drives against scavengers such as described by Keyes for Manila, have been very rare. In India there appears to be a greater tolerance for the poor and their variegated public activities. Both cultural and practical considerations support this tolerance. It is the traditional right of certain groups such as Scheduled Castes and Muslim leather workers to scavenge, and the sheer num​bers of scavengers in large cities defy consistent control. It must be added, also, that authorities may accept a degree of responsibility for the welfare of some groups: the Cal​cutta Corporation is cooperating in improving the living conditions of the squatters at Dhapa.
Regardless of whether scavengers are tolerated or condemned, certain developments are increasingly impin​ging on their activities. In Calcutta, the many undeveloped sites that provided bases for informal recycling industries are gradually being built upon; the city is proceeding with plans to relocate the many khatals to the urban fringe areas6). In other cities, better waste management is squeezing out street scavengers. In the future, large-scale mechanical waste recovery systems may deprive scavengers of access to garbage. As Birkbeck notes, "whilst the future of recuperation is assured, that of garbage picking is not" (1978).

Persuaded by those who emphasize the positive aspects of scavenging and who are concerned about displacement by automation, Sandra Cointreau has recently argued for consideration of a role for scavengers in future waste management systems (Cointreau 1982). However, any city that addresses the problem will face many contentious issues, issues that will not be resolved easily. There are clear conflicts among the concerns for public health, the environment, urban development, and the life styles of the poor. For instance, the health problems of manual scaven​ging are very serious indeed (Cointreau 1982) and cannot lightly be set aside in a new thrust to integrate hand-picking into waste disposal.
In discussing such issues we need empirical studies that will allow judgment of how important these activities are in the repertoire of survival strategies of the poor. At present, case studies are few and scattered. We need to understand the great variety of scavengers and recuperators — the organization of their activities, their links to house​holds and shops, on the one hand, and to middlemen, dealers, and industries, on the other. The work on the net​works of reciprocity and the market transactions that bind the poor into the socio-economic fabric of cities should be extended. The data from such studies can be applied to understanding the potential of scavengers and recuperators to contribute to waste management and energy needs in resource-scarce cities and can serve the cause of humane planning based on consideration of the options open to the urban poor throughout the world.
Notes
1) This paper was delivered at a seminar in the Food and Energy
for Cities program  of the Resource Systems and Population
Institutes, East-West Center, Honolulu, Hawaii. I am indebted
to John Bardach of RSI, A. Singh and M. Blincow for com​
ments.  Somen   Bannerjee   and   N.   Behani   assisted   with  the
research.
2) However,  it must be  noted  that not all scavengers are the
poorest of the poor. Some may earn more than they could in
regular unskilled labour.
3) In colonial India, the role of scavenger was retained in some
cities, being confined to the removal of excreta, while street
cleaners were called "sweepers" (Masselos, in press).
4) While little bone arrives in garbage trucks, the squatters have
access to the refuse of the Tangra slaughterhouse adjacent to
the dump area.
5) Birkbeck argues that Cali scavengers are little different from
poorly paid factory workers as they have no control over the
prices paid for their pickings (Birkbeck 1979).
6) The CMDA, with assistance from the Netherlands government,
is currently working on a project to remove 30,000 buffalo to
new dairies to the built outside the city limits.
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