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1 Abstract 

Local governments have always been an integral part of the Indian ethos. The 73rd and 74th 
constitutional amendments empowered the local bodies to respond quickly and efficiently to local 
issues rather than relying on a distant central body. Over the years the notion of participation and 
citizen engagement have been tokenistic. The Local Area Design studio at School of Planning and 
Architecture, New Delhi have been trying to execute the participatory planning methods in various 
neighborhoods in Delhi. 

This paper is the analysis of a social experiment conducted in ward 99 Karampura as part of the local 

area design project in 2017. i The case study delves into the challenges posed by the complex social 
conditions in the ward and the methodology by which children were incorporated into the process of 
participatory planning. The experiment tries use children to engage people belonging to otherwise 
opposing ideologies in a productive discussion for the better future of the neighborhood. 

Keywords: participatory planning, children, Indian cities 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

2 Participatory Planning in India 
 

"...in serving the best interests of children, we serve the best interests of all 
humanity." 

- Carol Bellamy, Chair of the Board of the Global Community Engagement and Resilience Fund. 

 

In India, the 73rd and the 74th constitutional amendments acts (CAA) enacted on 1st June 1993 
extends constitutional status to municipalities, empowering people and locally elected 
representatives the power to act in common interest and have a say in how their 
communities should develop. (Hamid, 2004) 

Local Area Plan (LAP) is prepared with an intent to respond to the context and ground 
realities. It involves the local people and their perspective and points of view in the planning 
process. The LAP aims to achieve a holistic vision for the city keeping the focus on the 
“people” and not the city as a space. It’s a bottom-up approach in planning which holistically 
delves into the intangible aspects of a human settlement which have rarely been used in 
spatial planning so far. It is important to quantify the social components of a human 
settlement which are most important in spatial planning and often not responded to in master 
plans or regional plans. 

In the recently launched Smart Cities mission by the government of India, this emphasis on 
public involvement has been further improved. It entails the preparation of the Smart Cities 
plan through citizen engagement framework. Public Participation has gathered a lot of 
attention in social media and has been showcased by many cities as a part of their branding 
process. Thus, participation from a being a localized project in small communities has now 
permeated institutional constructions and planning processes, affecting decision making. 

http://www.betterworldheroes.com/
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This augmented emphasis on participation which got reflected in the structures and 
programs at national level, also affected town planning. Hence, participation in development 
projects and plan preparation needs to be Public Participation in Planning in India. 
Additionally, in the last decade, “stakeholder consultations‟ and other forms of participation 
are beginning to emerge.  (Prakash & Kumar, 2016) 
 
When we started our work in electoral ward 99, Karampura, an industrial area within Delhi, 
our understanding of the process of participatory planning was purely theoretical. During our 
site explorations we realized the diverse environment and the extremely complicated social 
networks existing in this nation. Being the largest democracy in the world is an extremely 
daunting task, especially when you have 1.3 billion opinions on any given issue. Thus, the 
efficiency of participatory planning system gets questioned at every turn.  
 

3 Chara Mandi – Analysis of its social structure 

 

Karampura situated in west Delhi is a pre-dominantly residential and planned industrial area 
which is currently undergoing rapid redevelopment. Karampura, literally means ‘abode of the 
workers’ was envisioned in 1962 Master Plan as a place of work for the city of Delhi. This 
vision led to numerous industries setting up in the area 

Chara Mandi came up in 1980’s to cater to the goods transportation services required in this 
industrial area. Historically a market for animal fodder, the current business of logistics was a 
mere change in business strategy by the original inhabitants. With a population 3000 and a 
density of 500 PPHA, the settlement is unique due to its locational characteristics: its 
sandwiched between a railway line and two city arterial roads. Due to this, it lacks basic 
services like water and sanitation; lacks access to social amenities such as schools, parks 
etc.; faces high levels of poverty and has been seeing a constant rise in school dropouts in 
the past years. 

 

Figure 1 Chara Mandi 
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Figure 2 Site Analysis of Chara Mandi 

During engagement with the community over a period of two months, we found that beyond 
other issues that plague Chara Mandi, the key issue was the isolation of this area from the 
rest of ward 99.  

From its emergence as an idea that could lead to the empowerment of the poor and 
marginalized through the fair redistribution of material resources, participation over the years 
has been turned into a matter of methods and techniques, rather than influencing radical 
processes capable of designing fair and equitable decision-making processes with similar 
material outcomes. (Prakash & Kumar, 2016) 
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In this context, in order to convey the idea of participatory planning to the inhabitants of 
Chara Mandi proved difficult. Most people did not understand the need to discuss their 
issues collectively, some found it time consuming and a hindrance to their work schedule; 
others were unwilling to sit down with people from other communities and castes.  This 
situation is not unique to this site or Delhi alone. In India we have 9 major religions 
recognized in the census of 2011. Each religion has many more subdivisions. Hence every 
neighborhood in India is heterogenous and faces conflict at varying degrees. Complicating 
the matter further are political parties that propagate opposing ideologies. In most cases 
these conflicts are minor but they do manifest themselves in the public realm in one form or 
another. 

While initial interactions with people in Focus Group Discussions (FGD’s) gave us a broad 
picture of such conflicts and agendas, we were unable to come to definite conclusions. 
Further analysis revealed that people we interviewed/interacted categorized themselves as 

people in power – 
ward councilor, 
residence association 
members, political 
leaders etc. or as 
people who are 
powerless, 
oppressed or 
neglected. The issue 
with this self-
categorization is that, 
the ‘powerful’ saw 
their needs as 
superior to the others 
since they hold a 
position of 
prominence in the 
society and are 
considered to be 
more knowledgeable 
by the community. 
The ‘powerless’ on 
the other hand, often 
play this card to 
excuse themselves of 
any responsibility 
regarding their 
environment and are 
quick to blame the 

government or 
other agencies. 
Hence, while the 

former wanted complete redevelopment of Chara Mandi, the latter wanted to retain their 
place of residence but shrugged off any responsibility of maintaining the place.  

 

3.1 Children as the key for communication 

Since Chara Mandi exhibited issues of social segregation and distinct power hierarchy we 
required the perspective of the un prejudiced: children. It is a well-established fact that 

Figure 3 Stakeholder interaction Map for Karampura 
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children are much more perceptive to their environments than adults. While we try to teach 
our children all about life, our children teach us what life is all about. Through them we were 
able to discern the complex social networks and the overlays of attitudes of adults that 
govern the social structure of a place. The requirement in this scenario was the opinion of an 
unprejudiced individual who doesn’t have specific agenda but can permeate the glass ceiling 
between the two groups. Children are more perceptive of their immediate surroundings and 
the behavioral patterns of adults whom they interact with regularly. 

 

3.2 Identifying age group of children using Piaget’s Cognitive Development Theory 

 According to Swiss developmental psychologist Jean Piaget’s Cognitive Development Theory, 
each child goes through the four stages of development, Sensorimotor stage (birth to age 2), 
Pre-operational stage (from age 2 to age 7), Concrete operational stage (from age 7 to age 
11), Formal operational stage (age 11+ - adolescence and adulthood) and child development 
is determined by biological maturation and interaction with the environment.  

Among 2038 people in Chara Mandi, 367 are children, majority (almost 60%) of whom fall 
within the age group 7- 15 yrs. i.e. the concrete operational stage and formal operational 
stage.  

Concrete operational stage is characterized by the appropriate use of logic. During this 
stage, a child's thought processes become more mature and "adult like". They start solving 
problems in a more logical fashion. Abstract, hypothetical thinking is not yet developed in the 
child, and children can only solve problems that apply to concrete events or objects. At this 
stage, the children undergo a transition where the child learns rules such 
as conservation. Piaget determined that children are able to incorporate Inductive reasoning. 
Inductive reasoning involves drawing inferences from observations in order to make 
a generalization. During this stage, the child acquires the ability to view things from another 
individual's perspective, even if they think that perspective is incorrect. 

In Formal operational stage intelligence is demonstrated through the logical use of symbols 
related to abstract concepts. This form of thought includes "assumptions that have no 
necessary relation to reality.” At this point, the person is capable of hypothetical and 
deductive reasoning. During this time, people develop the ability to think about abstract 
concepts. This stage is characterized by  

• Abstract thought emerges during the formal operational stage. Children tend to think 
very concretely and specifically in earlier stages and begin to consider possible 
outcomes and consequences of actions. 

• Metacognition, the capacity for "thinking about thinking" that allows adolescents and 
adults to reason about their thought processes and monitor them.  

• Problem-solving is demonstrated when children use trial-and-error to solve problems. 
The ability to systematically solve a problem in a logical and methodical way 
emerges. 

 (Gruber, 2004) 

 

Selecting children aged 7-15 has many advantages, especially from the neighborhood of 
Chara Mandi, 

• They are able to understand the concepts of public and private, home and 
neighborhood. Also, they actively interact with the public realm on a daily basis. 

• Their views are not based on any specific ideology or influenced by caste and gender 
but mere responses to the stimuli that they face every day. 



Hirandas, Lekshmy Child in the City  54th ISOCARP Congress 2018 

6 

 

• They are more educated than most of their parents since 90% of is engaged in 
loading works in the logistics and warehousing industries population in Chara Mandi 
and have never been formally educated. hence children can communicate ideas of 
sustainability and participation with the adults in the community more effectively. 

3.3 Methodology  

3.3.1 Stage I: Identifying Issues 

The first stage in this experiment was to inform the childrenii about the need for dialogue in 
improving the conditions of Chara Mandi. In order to achieve this, a painting workshop was 
conducted with the theme ‘my Neighbourhood’.  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6 Painting showing the future of Chara Mandi 

Outcomes: The competition bought out 
interesting views about the neighbourhood. 
Children identified simple issues like lack of 
playgrounds to complex issues of women safety 
and water pollution. It was also interesting to note 
that majority while identifying the issue also 
presented us with a possible solutions or future 
scenarios which underlined the fact that they were 
hopeful of a better future.  

3.3.2 Stage II: Design Presentation to Community 

In the next stage, the community was presented 
with possible design solutions to the issues such 

Figure 4 Paintings highlighting the issue of garbage disposal and need for parks 

Figure 5 Paintings highlighting issues of 

female safety 

Figure 7 Children at the Painting Workshop 
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as lack of housing, unorganised logistics industry and lack of social amenities and open 
spaces. We first presented to a group of children, explaining the different elements in the 
design and visualizations of the transformed neighbourhood.  

 

 

 

Outcomes: After the first presentation children 
took the lead to explain the design intent and 
steps to achieve them to the adults in the 
community. They successfully differentiated 
between short term goals such as cleaning up 
streets, planting trees, making sidewalks and 
long-term goals such as redeveloping housing 
stock in the area, organizing the logistics 
industry and improving safety in Chara Mandi. 
They also started identifying tasks that they 
could take up individually such planting a tree 
in front of their house, keeping their street 
clean etc. and conveyed the same to the 
adults. This motivated the adults to discuss 
among themselves regarding the merits and 
demerits of the design. 

 

Figure 9 Design Presentation made to the community 

Figure 8 Children making a list of short term 

and long-term goals 
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Figure 10 Children explaining the design and goals to adults in the community 

4 Conclusion 

If children are given the opportunity to design, plan and perform study with adults, then adults 
must admit children as involved and capable delegates and be eager to entitle the child as 
the ‘expert’. Such experience would be very influential for a child who may not have ever 
been in similar situation. (Masri, 2017) 

The realization that urban form has a bearing on the psyche of a child and through the child 
were able to bring the adults to the discussion table were two important findings from our 
study. The very act of seeking input from children can make an entire community more 
aware of and responsive. More importantly, the experience of participation is extremely 
positive for children. At the age of ten to fifteen years old, many are beginning to develop a 
sense of their own identity. This is precisely when increased interaction with the world may 
be reinforcing feelings that their particular awareness of place will always be disregarded. By 
contrast, participation in environmental decision-making fosters self-esteem and self-efficacy, 
and may lead to a greater appreciation of democratic values. (Moffat, 2002) 

 

An appeal for basic public services will always be stronger if it is backed by the voices of 
children. It was very evident that few officials will overtly oppose the reasonable requests of a 
group of children who want to cooperate to improve their environment. 
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Endnotes 

 
                                                

i The studio exercise was executed by a nine-member team of urban design students guided by Prof. 
Manu Mahajan, Prof. K.T Ravindran and Prof. Sanjay Kanvinde at School of Planning and 
Architecture New Delhi 

ii Henceforth the term ‘children’ denote all children aged 7 to 15 in Chara Mandi. 

 

 

 


