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Asha Impact, an impact investment and policy advocacy organisation, operates 
a multi-family office for some of India’s most respected business leaders, private 
equity veterans and philanthropists, as well as select institutional partners. Foun- 
ded in 2014 by Vikram Gandhi and Pramod Bhasin, Asha is a unique player in the 
Indian impact investing landscape with its domestic funding base, capital-on-call 
model, and active engagement with government. Asha Impact has made over ten 
early and growth stage equity investments in highly scalable for-profit businesses 
serving underserved markets across affordable housing, waste management, 
financial services, education and energy access. 

The non-profit Asha Trust provides thought leadership and convening power to 
develop the impact investment ecosystem, works with policymakers to build an 
enabling regulatory environment and helps unlock additional sources of capital for 
social impact. We have played an active role in industry building with our support for 
the IIC, ANDE, GSG, TIE and other forums as well as participation in global impact 
conferences such as SOCAP. 

eGov Foundation was established in 2003 by Nandan Nilekani and Srikanth 
Nadhamuni to transform urban governance with technology.  Our open source 
based technology platform DIGIT enables digitised service delivery, automation of 
internal processes like works and file management and drives revenue collection 
for Urban Local Bodies (ULBs). We currently operate in over 450 ULBs and based 
on this in depth experience, have developed the National Urban Stack (NUS) as a 
layered digital infrastructure to drive transformation in urban governance. The NUS 
is built as a public good which will support ULBs in building world class cities and 
improving the ease of living and doing business in India’s cities.

ASHA IMPACT

EGOV FOUNDATION FOUNDATION
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Omidyar Network is a philanthropic investment firm dedicated to harnessing the 
power of markets to create opportunity for people to improve their lives. Established 
in 2004 by eBay founder Pierre Omidyar and his wife Pam, the organization has 
committed more than USD1 billion to innovative for-profit companies and nonprofit 
organizations to catalyze economic and social change.
  
In India, Omidyar Network focuses on helping the hundreds of millions of Indians 
in low-income and lower-middle-income populations, which we define as ranging 
from the poorest among us to the existing middle class by working across multiple 
areas, including: Digital Identity, Education, Emerging Tech, Financial Inclusion, 
Governance & Citizen Engagement, and Property Rights.

IIC is the national industry association of all Impact Investors in India and has over 30 
funds as its members with more that USD1 Billion AUM under management. Impact 
Investors are financial investors who invest in social enterprises to deliver social (and 
environmental) impact to the underserved beneficiaries in sectors such as Agriculture, 
Financial Inclusion, Affordable Education, Housing & Healthcare, Water & Sanitation, 
Clean Energy Access and Livelihoods. Impact Investors use the power of both financial 
markets and social entrepreneurs to deliver such impact

IIC and it’s members like Aavishkaar, Asha Impact, DFID, Michael and Susan Dell 
Foundation, Omidyar Network, Elevar Equity, Lok Capital, Caspian have been investing in 
social enterprises like Ashirvad Microfinance Pvt. Ltd., Drishti, Hippocampus Learning 
Centers, Janalakshmi, Labournet, Ujjivan and Vistaar Finance. 

OMIDYAR NETWORK

IIC



4

INTRODUCTION

IN INDIA

Cities are engines for sustainable 
development. They represent the true 
confluence of ideas, commerce, culture, 
science, and productivity. Cities hold the 
key for economic and social prosperity for 
all citizens alike, but this is only possible 
when they can accommodate people in 
decent jobs and where land resources are 
not overwhelmed by growth. Unplanned 
and unmanaged urbanization that spills 
beyond a city’s boundaries, as we’re 
witnessing today, is a drag on national 
developmental and also hinders the 
progress towards the attainment of the 
global goals for sustainable development.
With increasing urbanization levels in India 
our cities hold the key to accelerating 
India’s growth story and can form the basis 
of a sustainable future for India. However, 
to realize this potential our cities will have 
to resolve the current challenges and poor 
quality of life facing citizens. There is also a 

pressing need to improve the ease of doing 
business in India’s cities to bring them on 
par with global standards.

Private sector solutions and private 
capital have a significant role to play in 
helping deliver and improve quality of 
life and effective urban services. This 
report explores the market opportunities 
that exist in making India’s cities more 
liveable, sustainable and business friendly 
by focusing on the spaces of affordable 
housing, waste management and urban 
governance systems. Using these areas 
as lenses we will highlight the potential 
for private sector innovation and energy 
to reimagine traditional approaches to 
urban issues as well as explore how co-
creation and collaboration between various 
stakeholders in the city ecosystem unlock 
greater value for everyone.

BY 2030

2.5 Million

31%

17%11.2%

43mn

India will have 7 megacities 
with populations over 10 mn

Lives in urban areas

Urban population 
lives in slums

Pollution related 
deaths in 2015

of urban households don’t 
have sanitary toilets

Tonnes per annum waste 
generated in cities
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MAKING 
‘HOUSING FOR ALL’ 
A REALITY
Introduction

According to the 12th Five Year Plan (2012–2017), the estimated housing gap in India was 
approximately

95 % 
of which was in the Economically Weaker Segment (EWS), 
with annual incomes below Rs. 3 lakhs or Lower Income 
Group (LIG), with annual household incomes between Rs. 3 
lakhs to Rs. 6 lakhs*. The current shortage is estimated at 
10-12 million urban homes.

19 million

This rapid urbanization is straining the resources of cities, leading to problems such as land 
shortage, congested transit, housing shortfall and is rendering them incapable to provide 
basic amenities such as clean water, electricity and green spaces to their residents.

*As per the Technical Group report, EWS was defined as households with annual income below Rs. 0.6 lakhs and LIG as 
households with annual income between Rs. 0.6 lakhs and Rs. 1.2 lakhs.

The 2011 census indicated that ~30% of India’s 
population resides in cities, and this is projected to 
grow to ~ 50% by 2050.

2011 2050

~30%

~50%



Additionally, official estimates indicate that 

However, the official size of the problem is underreported- in Mumbai, every second person 
lives in a slum and in Bengaluru, satellite imagery and machine learning show2 that while 
official estimates count ~600 slums in the city, there exist over 2,000 informal settlements 
on the ground.

65–110 million 
people live in slums in India1.

6



GOVERNMENT INITIATIVE 

Recognizing the need to fulfill this shortfall in low-income housing, the government launched 
the Pradhan Mantri Awas Yojana (PMAY) in 2015 to facilitate the provision of 20 million 
urban homes by 2022 through financial assistance from the central government. The four 
verticals under the scheme are3 :

7



Affordable Housing in Partnership

This facilitates States/UTs to increase the 
supply of affordable housing through their 
own agencies or in partnership with the pri-
vate sector. At least 35% of the houses  

in a given project must cater to EWS needs 
to quantify for the central subsidy of Rs. 
1.5 lakhs and additional state subsidies. 

Credit Linked Subsidy Scheme

This scheme provides interest subsidy 
to eligible borrowers through two central 
nodal agencies viz., Housing & Urban De-
velopment Corporation (HUDCO) and Na-
tional Housing Bank (NHB), on purchase, 
construction, extension or improvement 
of their house. These government bodies 
channelize the subsidy to lending institu-
tions, which then help the eligible appli-
cants to avail subsidy. EWS and LIG benefi-
ciaries can avail a maximum subsidy of Rs. 
2.67 lakhs while MIG customers can avail 

upto Rs. 2.35 lakhs. The NHB refinancing 
for lending to informal segments without 
proper income documentation has incen-
tivized AHFCs to lend to newer consumer 
segments thereby widening the market.

In-situ Slum Redevelopment

This vertical leverages the locked potential 
of land under slums to provide houses to 
eligible slum dwellers and to provide them 
an option for formal settlement with partic-
ipation of private developers. It recognizes 
the linkage of livelihoods to slum develop-
ment, and also encourages greater livabili-
ty through investments in improving quali-
ty of housing. However, a majority of slum 
dwellers do not have clear titles and need 
to be brought under the purview of national 
housing policies.  

Beneficiary Led Construction

This vertical provides financial support to 
families that own land but not pucca hous-
es or those that have houses under 21sq 
mts.

1Census 2011, MoUA and NSSO data
2Omidyar Network supported research from Duke Sanford School of Public Policy in their seven year investigation of 
slums in Indian cities, using High Resolution Satellite Imagery, machine learning algorithms along with a ground truthing 
exercise with detailed qualitative interviews covering 135 slums. 
3MoHUA guidelines for PMAY

8
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Under the Pradhan Mantri Awas Yojana 
(PMAY) Urban 

60 lakh houses have been 
sanctioned, 32 lakh have been grounded 
for construction and approximately 10 lakh 
have been completed to date4. However, giv-
en the gaping divide between the demand 
and the supply for low-income housing, 
public sector alone cannot be the provider 
for ‘housing for all’.

As an example, while banks and tradition-
al housing finance companies have shied 
away from the low income segment due to 
lack of reliable documentation, AHFCs are 
addressing the capital needs of this seg-
ment by using field based credit assess-
ment. The combined loan book of these 
AHFCs is estimated at Rs. 27000+ crores in 
FY 2017 up from Rs. 1,000 cr in FY 20135. 
At average loan sizes of ~Rs. 9 lakhs, these 
AHFCs have facilitated home ownership 
for 2.3 lakhs families. About a third of the 
financing from Affordable Housing Finance 
Companies (AHFCs) today is supporting 
beneficiaries under developer led housing 

and two-thirds is supporting beneficiaries 
choosing to construct their own homes.

The affordable housing market is estimat-
ed to be Rs. 60-90 trillion over the next 5-7 
years, however these estimates seem to be 
on the higher side given bulk of demand lies 
in the EWS-LIG segments.6 Recognizing the 
huge market potential to cater to the hous-
ing needs of the EWS and LIG segments, 
many private developers have come to the 
forefront and are undertaking small proj-
ects at city peripheries (20-25 kms from city 
centers) to provide 300 – 1000 sq ft houses 
in the Rs. 5 lakhs – Rs. 25 lakhs range. In 
the past two years, HDFC Capital has raised 
USD 550 million for its second affordable 
housing fund as well as joined hands with 
Prestige Group to create a Rs. 2500 crore 
fund7, highlighting the immense absorptive 
capacity of the sector. As the figure below 
shows, bulk of the low income construction 
is being met by small, informal and medium 
size developers who understand the local 
needs and requirements of consumers and 
are better positioned to work with the local 
development authorities in the area.

MARKET SIZING



Source: State of the low-income housing finance market 
2018, FSG

Note: Triangulated estimates from multiple experts, including AHFCs

Slums too are an economic opportunity 
hiding in plain sight. A recent Duke Univer-
sity study shows that an active informal 
property market exists in slums, with the 
average value of a property at Rs. 15 lakhs. 
However, without formal documentation, 
slum properties are untapped ‘wealth’ for 
both residents and the government, as res-
idents cannot easily leverage or sell their 
property and governments cannot collect 
taxes or effectively provide basic services 
such as clean water. Further, contrary to 
popular belief, slums are not transitory in 
nature. The same study showed that most 
slum dwellers had been living there for ap-
proximately 20 years. In many ways, slums 
mirror the formal economic market except 
that their informality locks them out of the 
benefits of formal markets. Thus, slums 
present a large and viable case for entre-
preneurs to meet the needs of informal res-
idents and enable their formalization to un-
lock their value as citizens and consumers. 

A small empirical study in Bengaluru’s 
slums suggests that for a sample of 4,566 
households, with 2% of homes changing 
hands per year at an average price of USD 
23,000 (Rs. 15 lakhs), the collection of a 
5% stamp duty would bring USD105,000 
per year (Rs. 67 lakhs). The value for the 
city as a whole would be a multiple of this 
figure, and the value for India would be 
much higher overall. Higher formalization 
and investment in slums also leads to high-
er consumption and asset accumulation, 
therefore the economic accrual potential is 
much larger. 

Small, Informal Developers

• Have a hyper local business model.

• Active in Gram Panchayat areas outside large 

cities, typically where self-construction is not 

possible for customers due to high land costs.

• Construct small projects, 20-100 units, with fast-

er turnaround.

• Keep costs and prices low by providing only the 

most basic amenities; do not always have all 

permissions in place.

Mid-sized, Formal Developers

• Have a regional presence.

• Active in the peripheries of large cities, usually 

within the jurisdiction of a ‘development authority’

• Construct large projects, 200-2000 units.

• Reputation conscious, hence provide amenities 

and have all permissions in place.

Large Corporate Developers

• Have a national presence or presence across 

states.

• Selective projects in the peripheries of large cit-

ies, usually within the jurisdiction of a ‘develop-

ment authority’.

10

Large 
“corporate” 
developers

Estimated distribution of
private-sector LI housing supply.

Mid sized, 
formal 

developers

Small, 
informal 

developers

No Brands

Total

<1% 9%

90%
100%

• Construct volume projects- 1000-5000 units.

• Highly reputation conscious, hence provide 

amenities and have all permissions in place.



However, in spite of the huge market op-
portunity and government efforts under 
PMAY to provide financial assistance and 
encourage private development of group 
housing as well as self constructed hous-
ing, the new housing stock has not made 
a dent in the estimated large affordable 
housing shortfall. 

Contradictory to supply and demand prin-
ciples, while most of the need is in the 
low-income segment, most housing supply 
has been catering to the middle income 
segment. Taking a closer look and speak-
ing to developers of affordable housing, 
sheds light on the reasons why more pri-
vate developers are not entering the low-in-
come housing playing field.

CHALLENGES FOR SUPPLY SIDE 

Land Parcels

Most land in India is notified as agricultural 
land and it takes a long time, often close 
to three years, to acquire and convert it 
to residential land. This artificial shortage 
due to government regulations, adds to the 
already high cost of land in cities. There-
fore, for affordable housing developers, 
looking to keep costs low, the alternative 
is to build housing stock at the periphery 
of the city. Location of the land allotted for 
affordable housing projects is a critical de-
terminant of demand and underlying eco-
nomics. Lack of basic infrastructure (men-
tioned below) severely impacts demand 
uptake and hence the financial viability of 
the project.

• Trunk Infrastructure: The project should 
be well connected through public trans-
port – buses, trains, rapid metros etc. to 
ensure easy and fast connectivity to the 
industrial hubs. This is especially critical 
for projects on city peripheries.

• Social Infrastructure: The project or 
vicinity should have educational insti-
tutions, hospitals, commercial centers, 
parks etc.

• Utilities: The area should have a regular 
supply of basic amenities such as water, 
electricity, sewage and gas.

• Proximity to Industry / Jobs: The proj-
ect location should be close to industry 
or workplace hubs or well connected via 
trunk infrastructure to the main city to 
ensure reasonable commute to work.

Approvals

Approvals for housing projects typically 
take 12-18 months and are often delayed 
due to red tape and bureaucracy. Unneces-
sary delays can severely dampen project 
IRRs making the project unviable and the 
affordable housing sector unattractive for 
private builders. For example, in a 12-acre 
project, delays of approvals by 12 months 
can reduce IRRs from 24% to 18%. This is a 

11



huge pain point for developers across the 
board. As of June 2017, India ranks 181 
out of 190 countries with respect to deal-
ing with construction permits, highlighting 
the plight of developers8. 

Developer Financing

A typical affordable housing project is 
financed on a 30-30-40 basis, i.e 30% fi-
nanced through equity, 30% through debt 
and the balance through customer col-
lections. Financing therefore is critical in 
funding the project. Equity is hard to ac-
cess for small and medium affordable 
housing builders and banks cannot lend for 
purchase of land. Mainstream commercial 
capital requires scale to justify returns on 
an affordable housing project, which small 
and medium builders cannot provide. 
Banks are hesitant to lend to greenfield af-
fordable housing projects given the limited 
visibility of cash-flows. Hence, developers 
often must mortgage existing projects in 
addition to land to secure bank financing. 

Challenges for Slum Redevelopment - 
Lack of Proper Documentation

The biggest issue concerning informal 
residents or slum dwellers is informality- 
which manifests in lack of proper docu-
mentation, lack of official status and the 
resultant insecurity of tenure. In the most 
common case, housing finance companies 

are unable to lend to informal residents 
for the lack of formal titles, which in turn 
disables residents from investing in their 
housing and living conditions, and keeps 
them locked in informal credit systems 
and rent-seeking arrangements. Further, 
slums are a political subject which causes 
concern for private investors and entrepre-
neurs. 

The processes governing slum notification 
and private titling are extremely opaque 
and lend themselves to clientelism and po-
litical opportunism. The processes should 
be clarified, normalized, stripped down and 
made more uniform, regular, and predict-
able, so that poor households can plan ac-
cording to a known timeline. The notifica-
tion process deserves particular attention, 
because it has the biggest impact on pric-
es (both rental and purchase), foregone 
revenue, and household wellbeing. 

In spite of the government’s efforts through 
the PMAY and infrastructure status be-
ing accorded to affordable housing, many 
hurdles still persist in solving the urban 
affordable housing challenge. However, a 
few entrepreneurs are building successful 
businesses by creatively problem solving 
and with the use of technology. Janaadhar 
and Transerve Technologies are examples 
of two pioneering social enterprises that 
are leading the charge on this front.

12
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JANAADHAR

Janaadhar is one of India’s leading afford-
able housing developers that offers homes 
in the price range of Rs. 8 lakhs Rs. 15 
lakhs to families belonging to lower income 
groups. Janaadhar promoted by Jana Ur-
ban Foundation and Sterling builders, aims 
to fulfill the home ownership aspirations of 
every Indian guided by an uncompromising 
approach to quality, an emphasis on value 
for money, and transparency in dealings 
with all stakeholders. By leveraging the 
power of technology and building strate-
gic partnerships with state governments, 
Janaadhar hopes to realize its vision of 
building homes that shelter dreams of the 
economically underserved. 

Janaadhar’s primary objective is address-
ing the acute urban housing problem faced 
by low-income population in urban India by 
providing them a complete housing solu-
tion – well designed, high-quality homes 
at a moderate price with easily accessible 
housing finance. Today, Janaadhar has 
four projects running in Karnataka, Guja-
rat, and Maharashtra, and has built over 
1,300 homes. Through its affordable and 
high-quality households, within the next 
five years, Janaadhar aims to impact over 
10,000 families with annual incomes of 
less than Rs 8 lakhs. 

The Founder and Chairman of Janaadhar, 
Mr. Ramesh Ramanathan is a leading so-
cial entrepreneur with a proven track record 

INNOVATIVE ENTERPRISES

13



TRANSERVE TECHNOLOGIES 

Transerve Technologies provides geospa-
tial and tech-led solutions particularly for 
Urban Local Bodies (ULBs), municipal and 
city authorities, for the purposes of urban 
infrastructure management, particularly 
in assessment and collection of property 
tax. ULBs in India, especially smaller ones 
in towns with population less than 1 mil-
lion, have a long way to go in adopting 

technology to improve their administrative 
processes which today are largely manual 
and outdated. This affects their ability to 
raise revenue, assess and collect property 
tax, improve water resource management, 
urban governance, sanitation and provide 
other services. Transerve’s geospatial tech 
stack spans GIS, satellite imagery and 
drones to provide information services to 
improve urban governance.  

14

in addressing many of the issues faced by 
urban India. Mr. Ramanathan, who also 
founded India’s largest MFI Janalakshmi 
Financial Services was nominated as one 
of the 250 “Young Global Leaders” by the 

World economic forum. He possesses an 
Honors degree in Physics from BITS Pilani, 
and an MBA from Yale University’s School 
of Management.



In a recent GIS survey for property tax in 
Margao, Goa, the ULB experienced an in-
crease in tax collection from Rs. 40 lakhs 
to as much as Rs. 3.5 crores through prop-
erties previously informal and excluded 
from the property tax net. Their work has 
spanned mapping water supply infrastruc-
ture, drainage systems, and water tables 
and designing micro-irrigation networks 
through organizations such as Arghyam 
(Foundation), WAPCOS (public sector ir-
rigation consulting company), Bengaluru 
Municipal Corporation for flood manage-
ment system, and different state and mu-
nicipal governments. 

Recently, Transerve Technology supported 
the Government of Odisha’s landmark leg-
islation to provide legal, free, clear titles to 

over 250,000 slum households in the state. 
They used drones to map the slums and 
provided detailed, high precision visual 
maps which were used to map the plot and 
boundary information for beneficiaries. 
Communities, particularly women, were 
actively involved in verifying the informa-
tion collected through the spatial imagery. 

Transerve’s work in urban governance 
continues to strengthen de-facto property 
rights by maintaining an accurate database 
of all properties within the ULBs, and the 
relevant user rights (owners, tenants etc.) 
which in turn leads to improved property 
record maintenance and strengthens the 
associated property rights of the citizens.

To increase the affordable housing supply 
requires all stakeholders – government, 
investors, social enterprises and civil so-
ciety organizations to work hand in hand. 
The suggestions below capture key recom-
mendations to catalyze affordable housing 
supply through private sector engagement 
as well as overarching suggestions for pol-
icy makers to strengthen the sector. 

Land Parcels

As bulk of the affordable housing is being 
developed on city peripheries, state gov-
ernments should prioritize development 
of trunk and social infrastructure at these 
locations as well as the provision of basic 
amenities such as water, electricity and 

gas. Development authorities should also 
look at housing models in conjunction with 
transport systems to provide access to in-
dustrial hubs.

Approvals

Increase transparency and streamline the 
approvals process to expedite the process. 
This will help make the projects more eco-
nomically viable for developers. This is 
being done in a few large cities through 
single window clearance systems, howev-
er, affordable housing is coming up on out-
skirts due to high price of land within city 
peripheries. 

RECOMMENDATIONS

15



• Accelerated development: 
 The government would need to provide 

preapproved land parcels to the extent 
possible and facilitate remaining ap-
provals within 90 days.

• Nodal agency: 
 To expedite and streamline the process, 

instead of offering the option of self-cer-
tification, the government could assign 
a nodal agency at the state level through 
which all clearances can be processed.

Developer Finance

Small and local developers, who are cater-
ing to the bulk of the affordable housing 
need, require access to working capital. 
This can be addressed by providing AHFCs 
an additional refinance line for construc-
tion finance. 
In February 2018, the National Urban Hous-

ing Fund was approved with an outlay of Rs 
60,000 crore (USD 9.27 billion) to support 
the PMAY, however, the government needs 
to provide clarity on the use of these funds. 
Giving Priority Sector Lending status to af-
fordable housing projects will also give a 
significant boost to the sector.

Data

Land records need to be streamlined for 
improving planning and utilization of land. 
The use of appropriate technology can sig-
nificantly reduce time and cost to create 
comprehensive databases, especially for 
slums, which in turn can be used for target-
ed policy interventions.

Notification of Slums

Government policy needs to take a more 

16



4http://pib.nic.in/newsite/PrintRelease.aspx?relid=178017
5State of the low-income housing finance market 2018, FSG 
6Assuming an average price of Rs. 25 lakhs per unit.
7Press research
8Doing Business 2018, World Bank

inclusive approach towards notification of 
slums, and also create opportunities for 
upward social mobility, both of which play 
a key role in the overall wellbeing of the 
household. 

Housing Market Transparency

Household mobility is quite low across 
slums. A system for providing low-cost 
information on housing costs and neigh-
borhood services might serve to improve 
efficiency in slum housing markets. On 
the other hand, better information and low 
mobility is an opportunity to reassure po-
tential lenders and investors who are wary 
of what they might have incorrectly consid-
ered an itinerant population. 

Investors 

Investors can play a key role by supporting 
the equity needs of affordable developers, 
investing in new construction technolo-
gy and better practices across under-re-
sourced models of group housing and 
beneficiary led construction. They can also 
support governments and civic authori-
ties in driving the use of technologies and 
geo-spatial resources for mapping infor-
mal settlements, updating existing records, 
identifying the drivers for urban growth and 
supporting better urban planning for sus-
tainable cities.

17
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INDIA’S  GROWING 
WASTE  CHALLENGE

Introduction
India generates over 

150,000 tonnes 
of municipal 
solid waste 
(MSW) per day, 

with Mumbai being the world’s fifth most wasteful city1. Indian cities have a serious 
challenge at hand as only 75–80% of the municipal waste gets collected of which a 
mere 22–28% gets processed2. The exponential increase in population, rapid indus-
trialization and migration of rural populations towards urban centres has severely 
strained the current resources of the municipal corporations to manage waste.

The per capita waste generation is increasing at an alarming rate of 1.3% per annum3. At 
the current rate, waste generation is expected to touch 165 million tonnes in 2030 from 62 
million tonnes per year today4. To house this enormous quantity of waste we would need 
approximately 23.5 × 107 cubic meters of landfills occupying 1,175 hectares of land per 
year.5 Moreover in the coming years, with more than 600 million Indians residing in urban 
cities by 2031, greater than 80% of the total waste generated in the country will be centred 
around class 1 cities.6 Poor waste management practices result in overfilling of landfills 
and present numerous health and environmental challenges besides the loss of valuable 
waste.



Over the past few years, the government of 
India has launched various flagship mis-
sions such as Jawaharlal Nehru National 
Urban Renewal Mission (JNNURM), Swa-
chh Bharat Mission and Smart Cities Mis-
sion to address the menace caused by im-
proper waste management systems. The 
schemes highlighted above primarily work 
towards sustainable city modernisation, 
of which efficient waste management is a 
key component. The Swachh Bharat Mis-

sion is focussed specifically on waste re-
duction across metros, infrastructure and 
rural areas. The central government has 
also drafted specific policies such as the 
Solid Waste Management rules, Extended 
Producer Responsibility guidelines, Plas-
tics and E-waste Policy to provide a regula-
tory framework to deal with different kinds 
of waste and entrusted urban local bodies 
and state governments with the primary re-
sponsibility of managing solid waste.

Despite the government’s efforts, active support from the private sector is 
required to develop efficient systems and processes to address the challenge 
at scale. According to conservative estimates, an investment of ~ USD 63 
billion is needed to cover the capital and O&M costs in the Municipal Solid 
Waste Management (MSWM) sector between 2011-2031.7 

Source: PWC 2017  Waste Management in India- Shifting Gears
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INVESTMENT REQUIREMENT- MSWM VALUE CHAIN 2013-14

Source: PWC 2017 Waste Management in India- Shifting Gears

The private sector has been quick to identi-
fy the massive opportunity that lies within 
the waste management sector and is ex-
pected to play a major role in processing, 
collecting and transporting waste while 
the management of construction & demo-
lition waste and remediation of dump sites 
is majorly expected to remain within the 

government domain. However, most waste 
management companies operating under 
the PPP model have been unsuccessful in 
achieving significant scale over the past 
decade. While there is a huge market op-
portunity in waste management, a com-
bination of structural and market issues 
have hampered the growth of the sector.
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Lack of Segregation 

Lack of segregation is one of the primary 
reasons India is drowning in its own gar-
bage. Segregation at source is essential to 
enable down-stream processing. When dry 
waste is mixed with wet waste at the point 
of generation, the ability to process & recy-
cle that dry waste reduces drastically. This 
leads to reduced commercial viability, and 
thus waste that could have been processed 
is diverted to landfills. Unscientific waste 
disposal in these overflowing landfills is 
the root cause of soil and water pollution. 
If we institute and enforce segregation at 
source, our landfills can operate more effi-
ciently, thereby reducing a number of envi-
ronmental and health concerns. 

Government Capacity

The role of municipal authorities in waste 
management is key. Currently, urban local 
bodies are under-resourced, underpow-
ered, and subject to political constraints. 
Municipalities need to be supported by 
skilled staff and appropriate technology 
to ensure local recycling and composting 
systems work. Waste pickers need to be 
integrated within the society in ways that 
draw on their experiences and expertise 
and offer dignity and rewards in return for 
reliable service. Additionally, the current 
regulatory framework does not allow for 
strict fines for non-compliance.

Informal System

The waste management sector is a high-
ly fragmented space with different kinds 
of waste generators and informal aggre-
gators operating in a broken supply chain 
resulting in an opaque business environ-
ment, with few formal institutional play-

ISSUES AND 
CHALLENGES 
IN THE WASTE 
MANAGEMENT 
SECTOR
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ers. The sector is largely dependent on the 
thousands of waste-pickers who sustain 
their livelihoods by collecting, sorting, and 
trading waste, in an entirely informal eco-
system. They have no bargaining power for 
their efforts and are left at the mercy of ka-
badiwallas who dictate terms of sale and 
payment cycles.

Standardisation of Waste

With multiple intermediaries in the sector, 
recyclers struggle to get raw material in 
their desired quality and quantity. The long 
& fragmented supply chain results in inef-
ficiencies and pilferages. This issue is fur-
ther complicated when one has to consid-
er the ‘garbage mafia’, who are present in 
various cities and own many illegal dump-
sites. They disrupt waste collection drives 
through the city and create an opaque pric-
ing structure for recycled goods.

High Capex Costs

The capital costs incurred to set up waste 
management plants is high. While process-
ing technology brings in a greater level of 
mechanisation, driving higher operational 
efficiency, it also requires significant up-
front capital to establish. This is the reason 
India has seen plenty of start-up models go 
after waste aggregation as a platform play 
(where companies try to source waste from 
diverse clients – individuals, residence as-
sociations, corporate IT parks, and sell to 
down-stream processors) which requires 
relatively lower capital deployment. How-
ever we are yet to see the same activity in 
the processing and recycling side of the 
value-chain, where capital required to start 
operations and establish a plant is signifi-
cantly higher.

Low-Margins

Further, this is an inherently low-margin 
industry dependent on volume for finan-
cial viability. Pure aggregation businesses 
suffer from amplified margin compression 
(due to limited value-add), trying to add 
processing plants to increase margins 
requires capital, but capital flow is con-
strained due to the legacy perspective of 
the industry being challenging as a whole. 
Thus, we are left with a classic chicken and 
egg problem. Additionally, most business-
es shy away from wet waste processing 
due to limited avenues of commercially 
viable processing. Traditional waste-to-en-
ergy business models (that focus on wet 
waste processing) have found it hard to 
scale due to supply constraints and a lack 
of scalable technology. Large plants are 
unable to extract high calorific content 
from waste that may not always be of the 
highest quality. This distinction in waste fo-
cus from a business perspective, reaffirms 
the requirement for segregation of waste 
at source.

While there is a big regulatory push around 
waste management with initiatives such 
as Swachh Bharat and Extended Producer 
Responsibility, there is a dire need for or-
ganised waste management enterprises 
to source, process and provide reliable and 
quality end-to-end waste management ser-
vices at scale, while efficiently integrating 
waste pickers in the formal economy. Saa-
has Zero Waste and Let’s Recycle- NEPRA 
are examples of two leading social enter-
prises that are tackling the challenge of 
waste management head on: 
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Saahas is a socio-environmental enterprise reclaiming waste as a resource by providing 
institutions, from small households to large institutions and manufacturers, complete end 
to end waste solutions. They help each of their clients emerge as zero waste entities by 
providing a range of services including setting up on-site facilities, providing consulting 
services, and building decentralized treatment centres for dry and wet waste. The collected 
waste is either composted, sorted, sent to the appropriate site or recycled into usable prod-
ucts such as notebooks, gift sets, paper, etc.

Saahas’ end to end solutions are mitigating the environmental, public health, and social 
costs of improper waste management in India. They have already 

Picture credit: Forbes India

reached 1,25,00 citizens

INNOVATIVE 
ENTERPRISES 
SAAHAS ZERO 
WASTE
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and diverted 

15,000 tonnes 
of waste from landfills.

Wilma Rodrigues, the founder, holds a Bachelors degree in Life Sciences & Post Graduation 
in Journalism from Bombay University. Prior to Saahas, she spent many years as a journal-
ist in Mumbai with the Times of India and Business World Magazine. She set up Saahas in 
2001 which evolved to Saahas Waste Management Pvt. Ltd. She has 15+ years of deep ex-
perience in the waste sector and has pioneered the concept of a zero waste campus which 
is now disrupting the concept of centralized waste systems.

Let’s Recycle is an initiative of Nepra Re-
source Management Private Limited, a 
waste management services company 
based out of Ahmedabad, Gujarat. NEPRA 
is building a sustainable value-chain for 
dry waste collection, processing and 
recycling. The company has leveraged 
advanced technology for processing of 
waste and has developed a model that is 
modular, scalable and highly replicable. 
It currently has a capacity of processing 
100 tonnes of waste per day in Ahmed-
abad and will be extending its geograph-
ical presence to new cities including In-
dore.

This has created 200 livelihoods and avoided 19,000 tonnes of GHG emissions.

INNOVATIVE 
ENTERPRISES 
LET’S RECYCLE
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NEPRA’s model is aligned with creating green jobs and entrepreneurship in the waste man-
agement sector. Till date, 

NEPRA was founded in 2006 and, is lead by Sandeep Patel, Dhrumin Patel and Ravi Patel. 
The team has more than 10 years of experience of working in the waste management 
sector and also has expertise in the chemical manufacturing industry.  NEPRA’s leadership 
team strongly believes in creating a catalytic impact in the country by instituting robust 
waste management systems across all cities.

1. Improve Public Awareness

It is imperative to improve the level of 
awareness amongst the general pub-
lic about the importance of segregating 
waste. While a number of campaigns have 
been launched over time, especially with 
the recent Swachh Bharat Mission, the 
penalties for non-compliance to segrega-
tion have not been outlined and enforced. 
Segregation at source helps in preserving 
the quality of valuable recyclable and re-
usable material that can be monetised. It 
further enables private companies to focus 
on aggregation and processing, thereby in-
creasing the commercial viability of oper-
ating in this sector.

2. Build the Capacity of the ULBs

Instituting decentralised waste manage-
ment units as envisioned in the current 
policies is a must, to reduce the burden on 
collection and transportation for the ULBs. 
There is also a dire need to build the capac-
ity of ULB staff and waste management 
employees on the use of new technologies 
and scientific methods to treat waste. 

3. Strict Enforcement of Policies

The government needs to ensure strict ac-
tion is taken against offenders who do not 
segregate waste.  As a first step, all states 
need to ensure that they draft comprehen-
sive Solid Waste Management Policies and 
articulate by-laws for the ULBs. Indore, In-

RECOMMENDATIONS

has been mitigated from the environment and the company has diverted all the waste re-
covered at its Material Recovery Facilities either towards recycling or energy recovery.

more than 23,000 tons of CO2
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dia’s cleanest city as per the Swatch Bharat 
Survekshan clearly highlights the cata-
lytic role that can be played by local gov-
ernments to implement policies through 
a sticks and carrot approach to mobilize 
citizens to actively engage in segregation 
of waste at source. Additionally, there is a 
need for clarity around technologies such 
as pyrolysis, gasification and waste to fuel.

4. Attract Private Capital

The sector has faced a severe shortage 
of financing opportunities. Although the 
government has enabled PPP models, the 
economics as discussed earlier, do not 
look attractive, especially for wet waste 
management, and the sector requires sig-
nificant capital infusion from the private 
sector. Additionally, ULBs should take pro-
active measures to institute by-laws which 
would enable them to charge collection 
fees that can help cover the high costs 
faced by private players. On their part, new 
age businesses have to integrate the exist-
ing informal systems into their models to 
facilitate smooth operations and effective 
management of resources.

5. Promote the Use of New Technologies:

Secondary segregation (e.g. filtering dry 
waste into different subcomponents of 

specific materials) and processing of 
waste has historically been carried out with 
a manual directive, which significantly lim-
its the scale of models in the sector.  Now 
players are leveraging new technologies 
to mechanise their facilities and automate 
large parts of the segregation and process-
ing of waste. The government should pro-
mote such technologies and make them 
more accessible as the reduction in manu-
al intervention, optimises the capacity and 
quality of a private player’s Material Recov-
ery Facilities.

As the Indian economy surges ahead, the 
waste crisis is bound to reach insurmount-
able levels unless all stakeholders- govern-
ments, corporates and citizens pool in their 
resources to contribute to waste manage-
ment solutions. It is important to recognise 
that the proper disposal of waste would 
not only create sustainable cities but also 
significantly add to the economic growth 
of the nation. Thus, the need of the hour is 
to take proactive steps to ensure healthy 
living for ourselves and generations ahead.

1Singh, 2018 (https://www.livemint.com/Opinion/V2CgeiUq89kl1k2fDwJXML/Swachh-Bharats-waste-manage-
ment-problem.html)
2Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change, 2016
3PWC, 2017, Waste Management In India- Shifting Gears.
4Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change, 2016
5Joshi and Ahmed; Cogent Environmental Science, 2016 
6PWC, 2017, Waste Management In India-Shifting Gears
7PWC, 2017, Waste Management In India-Shifting Gears
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INDIA’S 
URBAN GOVERNANCE 
CHALLENGE

“

“

Introduction

While it took 40 years (from 1971 to 2008) for India’s urban pop-
ulation to rise by nearly 230 million people, it will take only half 
that time to add the next 250 million.  This rapid urbanisation is 
going to put further pressure on the already straining urban gov-
ernance capacity.

A pessimist sees the difficulty in every opportunity; an optimist sees 
the opportunity in every difficulty. 

Winston S. Churchill



In 1992, the Parliament of India, presciently tackling the rapid urbanisation, passed the 
74th constitutional amendment, transferring a range of administrative responsibilities from 
state governments to a newly formed layer of urban governance. Comprising this urban 
governance layer are urban local bodies (ULBs), city-level government entities. The entities 
were tasked with providing water and sanitation, urban transport, voter registration, griev-
ance resolution, and other services. 

Despite the legislation, urbanization continues to overwhelm ULBs. Many have neither the 
human resources nor the technological infrastructure to provide services in a timely, ef-
fective, and transparent manner. They also face a range of bottlenecks: most lack online 
channels for citizens to pay taxes or access services, as well as the ability to capture and 
analyze data in order to improve operational efficiency. These issues hamper ULBs’ ability 
to perform essential activities, such as addressing citizen grievances, thereby increasing 
the backlog of unresolved work.

Urban India poses unique challenges and 
constraints that require highly flexible and 
adaptable solutions with affordable excel-
lence, which enable circular economies 
and continue to evolve with the needs and 
demands of rapid urbanization. There is a 
significant potential to bring private sector 
energy and innovation into the space to 
strengthen and improve urban governance 
systems. This will unlock Urban India’s po-
tential to drive India’s growth story by im-
proving the ease of living and ease of do-
ing business across Urban India, as well as 
ensuring robust urban infrastructure and 
service delivery.

There is clearly potential for a Blue Ocean 
of opportunities in this space. New ser-
vices backed by technology need to be 
imagined, a new set of business models 

THE 
OPPORTUNITY

devoted to impact while generating reve-
nue in bite sizes needs to be evolved.
In recent years there have been a variety of 
social enterprises and non-profit organiza-
tions that have emerged to support urban 
governments in areas such as governance 
reforms, program implementation, service 
delivery, capacity building, deploying and 
leveraging technology solutions. There are 
several cases where mission focused en-
terprises have been able to work closely 
with governments to deliver significant im-
provements in the quality of governance, 
ease of living and ease of doing business.
However, the sector is still relatively na-
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A key challenge faced by innovators is that there are no common platforms that enable 
them to connect with governments, access data and build effective urban solutions. It is 
imperative that the government, investors and existing urban ecosystem collaborate to es-
tablish common platforms as digital public goods. Driven by open technology, these plat-
forms will play a critical role in lowering the bars for access to government. It will make data 
accessible in a consented and private manner, all of which enable the rapid development of 
urban solutions.

With the diversity across the nation, there is an abundance of opportunities for solutions ca-
tering to a wide variety of systemic challenges in urban governance. However, this requires 
both governments and investors to create an environment for such organisations to take 
root and drive greater impact based solutions at scale.

Often governments are risk averse preferring to work with established organizations where 
applicable. Thus several innovators face significant difficulties in crossing the chasm from 
concept to reality. In order to bridge this gap investors need to develop dedicated funding 
pools focused on identifying and supporting urban innovators, till they find a scalable rev-
enue model.

The Need for Public Goods

Fostering an Innovation Ecosystem

Creation of Urban Governance Funding Pools

HARNESSING 
THE OPPORTUNITY

scent with a need for catalytic funding from 
impact funds and the market. Additionally, 
while government funding might ultimately 
take these efforts to scale, market funding 
and impact capital largely drives it at the 
outset. Presently, few funders focus on 

governance systems as a strategic sec-
tor. In addition, when compared to other 
sectors, philanthropic capital is also limit-
ed. Furthermore, under the current policy 
guidelines, urban and governance systems 
are ineligible for CSR funding. 
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CASE STUDY: 
ACCELERATING URBAN 
GOVERNANCE TRANSFORMATION 
THROUGH DIGITAL PLATFORMS
eGovernments Foundation provides a 
seamless technological interface between 
Indian citizens and their ULBs. eGov has 
developed a scalable digital platform to 
help ULBs manage their operations and fi-
nances and provide efficient municipal ser-
vices. The platform, known as DIGIT (Digi-
tal Infrastructure for Governance Impact & 
Transformation), acts as a digital operat-
ing system for a city. DIGIT enables ULBs 
to be more effective and accountable, 
and to make better, data-driven decisions. 
Its opensource software ensures both in-
teroperability among ULBs and rapid devel-
opment of new modules by a wide array of 
software partners. As a result DIGIT acts 
as a common platform to bring the various 

stakeholders in a city -  including citizens, 
local, state and central government agen-
cies, and businesses – to interact, transact 
and exchange data digitally.

DIGIT is a great innovation. It has 
reduced inefficiencies, red tape, 
and bureaucracy in our municipal 
office and has made our opera-
tions more transparent. 

S. Shakuntala
Municipal Commissioner, Tenali

“ “



In 2015, when the newly elected 
Chief Minister of Andhra Pradesh, 
Sri Chandrababu Naidu was looking 
for solutions to improve the qual-
ity of urban governance, he came 
across the eGov system powering 
urban governance in the Corpora-
tion of Chennai.

The eGov team and the AP government 
were aligned in their intention that DIGIT 
was to not only resolve urban governance 
challenges in Andhra but to raise the bar 
for municipal governance and service de-
livery for the entire country. With this goal 
in mind, the following objectives were set 
for the DIGIT implementation:

• Standardization of municipal gover-
nance processes across all 110 ULBs

• Improved service delivery to citizens 
through technology

• Data driven municipal governance that 
leveraged real time transaction level 
data

• Improved employee tracking and ac-
countability across ULBs

DIGIT’s implementation in AP was taken up 
on a mission mode and the project was de-
livered in 18 months, the first time that an 
undertaking of this scale was able to suc-
cessfully deliver transformative change to 
citizens in such an aggressive timeframe.
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Driving Citizen Centric Governance 

Citizens across all ULBs in the state have 
24x7 access to municipal services includ-
ing public grievance redressal, property tax 
and water through multiple channels (Pu-
raSeva mobile applications, municipal web 
portals & citizen service centres). DIGIT 
routes citizens’ requests and applications 
to the appropriate employee  and ensures 
they are addressed in a time-bound man-
ner by enforcing committed service levels 
as per citizen charter agreements. Citizens 
receive notifications via SMS and email re-
garding the status of their applications and 
are able to provide feedback on the quality 

of service delivered by their municipalities. 
Snaking queues outside municipal offices 
and the rigmarole of running from counter 
to counter are no longer a part of the AP 
municipal experience .

Unlocking the Potential of Municipal 
Employees

The DIGIT employee app serves as an ac-
tive companion to municipal workers, by 
streamlining their tasks and autogene-
rating the required paperwork. The time 
saved enables the employee to focus on 
improved service delivery.
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Checks dues and mandates  clearance
Enforce assessment to be done before 
giving permissions
Triggers amalgamations /alterations, as 
needed

Survey team app integrated to extract 
property/water/SWM details
The app triggers new assessment, 
alterations, connection regularisations, 
change of usage

Blackspot management

Property
Tax

Water
Charges

Sewerage
Charges

Trade
Licenses

HR
Management

Financial
Management

Council
Management

Public Grievance 
Redressal

Development Permission 
Management System

State-wide GIS Survey App

Public grievance redressal
Municipal services
Revenue
Financial management

Dashboards

Open APIs Open APIs

AP online
Meeseva (cscs)
Puraseva (3rd party cscs)
mobile app
Web portal

Channels

Cleanliness Drive

Complaints from key leaders
Complaints from media
Complaints from videos

Feedback management

Command Control

GIS Dashboard

IVRS

Council – resolutions for admin sanction
Finance – budgetary checks & payments
Hr – user management

Work Management

Get property details
Track mutation initiation & completion
Alert stakeholders of work in progress items

Bhu Aadhar (BhuSeva)

Checks dues on property taxes, water 
charges and sewerage charges
Allows clearance of dues, prints receipts
Issue provisional mutation notice once all 
requirements are met

Property Registration Dept.

Checks dues
Collects payments
Prints receipts

3rd Party Collection
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Real Time Decision Support for City Leaders

DIGIT’s dashboards allow municipal commissioners to monitor the operations across de-
partments in real time without having to rely on reports prepared by individual department 
officers. These dashboards also allow the CDMA to monitor the performance of ULBs 
across the state and target their efforts through data. Consequently, DIGIT has become an 
indispensable tool for effective urban planning, administration and budgeting. KPI dash-
boards enable AP’s cities to be compared in a rational manner, encouraging healthy com-
petition amongst them based on outcome based measures.

Making all 110 ULBS in Andhra Pradesh Smart Cities

With an established digital infrastructure, Andhra Pradesh is driving new applications and 
innovations ranging from the use of drones, door to door digital numbering, GIS based 
property tax surveys and online building plan approval systems. With deep integrations 
over a number of different departments and 3rd party applications, DIGIT forms the back-
bone of smart and citizen centric urban governance in Andhra Pradesh making all 110 
ULBs effectively smart cities.

Empowering and Enabling the Urban Ecosystem

DIGIT has enabled Andhra Pradesh to empower a wide ecosystem of partners to contribute 
to urban transformation by building new and innovative solutions that are enabled by the 
rich data generated by the platform. As a result today, Andhra Pradesh is able to leverage 
best in class solutions that have been built using principles of affordable excellence, data 
driven governance and innovation, without being overly dependent on any one partner or 
vendor. Regardless of the origin or location of innovations, they are able to benefit from the 
elimination of organizational silos within and outside government.
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Citizen Impact

Gains for
ULBs

57%

69%

79%

2.34
Lakhs

(% of Citizens Reporting in a 3rd

Party Evaluation)

Employee Impact
(% of Employees Reporting in a

3rd Party Evaluation)

Improved Quality of Life

Increase in Property Tax Collections

Reduction in Cycle Time for Service Requests

Increase in Cashless Transactions

Improved Perception of Government

Improved Services from Government

Puraseva App Downloads

31%

80%

69%

Improved Ability to Serve Citizens

Averagृe Time Saved Per Week

100%

19 hrs
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CONCLUSION
Urban India can be a paradigm of sus-
tainable development and improved 
quality of living. However, setting us on 
this path requires new and innovative 
ways of delivering urban infrastructure 
and services that are designed from 
ground up to provide affordable excel-
lence through replicable and scalable 
business models, similar to the ones 
showcased in this report. 

To achieve this potential it is important 
that the ecosystem of market players, 
private capital and policy makers act in 
a concerted manner to incubate enter-
prises that can focus on solving these 
challenges, while creating the enabling 
policy environment needed to ensure 
that such innovations can be shaped 
into sustainable, scalable and replica-
ble business models. Given the diver-
sity of geographic and resource based 
constraints across India, these models 
will perforce need to be highly adaptive 
and efficient.

In order to maximize the potential of 
cities and make them vibrant spaces 

for exchange of ideas and hot beds for 
innovation, we will need to critically ex-
amine and challenge existing ways of 
doing business and drive effective co-
ordination and collaboration in the ur-
ban ecosystem. We will need to look 
to newer models of inclusive develop-
ment, technology driven solutions to 
manage waste and urban congestion as 
well as build common digital platforms 
as a public good that can facilitate busi-
nesses and governments. 

Finally, none of these opportunities can 
be realized without private investors 
providing strategic funding to support 
the incubation and growth of enterpris-
es focused on addressing key urban 
challenges. As urban governance sys-
tems mature, become more transparent 
and accountable, investors should also 
shape and nurture the creation of a mu-
nicipal bond market to ensure that cities 
can raise the growth capital they need 
from markets based on efficiency and 
productivity gains realized through the 
combination of the above initiatives.
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