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The Great Fire of Ghazipur

= _ : . Among the hundreds who depend on Delhi's Ghazipur landfill

: o ¢ ~. .m for a living are 203 families of wastepickers. The community
% comprises mostly of migrants with near-zero support from
i the local authorities. They live in jhuggis (shanties) at the
edge of the landfill with almost every able member of the
family collecting or sorting waste.

There are around 315 children in the age group of 4-14
years whose parents pick waste living in Ghazipur.
Approximately 35% of them are wastepickers themselves.
The remaining children were also wastepickers, but have
since become part of the NCIT learning centers. They still pick
waste to make money whenever they can.

Although work in the landfill affords a slightly more regular income than
waste-collection in the streets, it is an even more precarious existence. The exposure to toxic
and dangerous waste is much greater, therefore increasing risk of injuries (especially during the
night shifts) and diseases ranging from respiratory distress to chronic worm infestation.

However, a critical and more immediate
danger is that parts of the mounds and
hills of garbage that the wastepickers
climb often catch fire and some can
even give way any time. In Hyderabad's
landfill, there are stories of women
wastepickers who may have been buried
alive right under the trash. Fire is a
constant threat, not just during the
scorching summer months, but
throughout the year. Occasionally, the
fire spreads to and destroys their jhuggis
as well.

Earlier this year in the early hours of

the morning of 1st February, the slums

at Ghazipur landfill caught fire, yet again.
Over 240 wastepicker families lost every worldly belonging they owned, save the clothes on
their back. The Sub-Divisional Magistrate of the area sanctioned help in the form of plastic
sheets and poles for housing along with providing some food. Chintan, which has been
working with these families for a long time, helped organize donations of
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Prashanto Kumar, 12

He doesn't attend formal school. He comes for the morning shift
classes of the Chintan learning centre.

When did you come to live at the Ghazipur landfill and why?

| came with my family three years ago. We don't have to travel
too far for work, and can earn more money.

How much do you earn as a family?
Around Rs 300 each day.

Do you remember the fire?

No, | was in our village near Kolkata. When | came back | found our
jhuggi had burnt down. Our clothes, mobile phone, bedding, buckets
and utensils were all destroyed by the fire.

Has there been such a fire before?
Yes. | was here with my family when it happened.

What is the solution to these incidents of fire?
If we have better homes, with proper electricity connection and metres, this won't happen.

Proshanto’s father, a long time waste picker, often keeps in bad health. His health
deteriorated in recent months, and one of his kidneys' has become infected. Expenses shot
up after the fire, and even more due to his father's persisting illness. Treatment in the city
was too costly for the family, and his father has returned to their village for cure.
Proshanto, his mother and his siblings remain in Ghazipur to continue to work. His most
favorite belonging, a He-Man tee-shirt, was lost in the blaze. Despite searching hard, he
hasn't found one to replace it.

Sabina Meena, 10

She isn't a regular at the Chintan learning centre and only comes once in a few days for the
evening shift.

Why do you live at the Ghazipur landfill?
I live with my parents. They go to work in the landfill.

- Do you go to work with them?

~ No, | don't pick waste. | look after my younger brother and sisters at
home.

Do you remember the fire?

| don't remember very much. | remember trying to save valuables from
my home when my parents and other people were throwing water to
put out the fire.

What happened that day?
The fire started at 3 in the morning. | was sleeping, so | don't remember what happened.

Did you lose anything? What do you miss?

I miss my clothes. We lost our clothes, utensils, blankets, rations. My parents' ID cards and
ration card were also burnt in the fire.

What has changed in your life after the fire?

It is very hard now. | don't even have chappals (slippers). It is cold in the tent at
night but we don't have enough clothes and blankets. | had no sweater.

Someone gave me a sweater later.
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Like Halima, Sabina's uniform was also charred in the fire and subsequently she too had to
drop out of school.

She lives with her step mother and step siblings. The family's vulnerability has increased
greatly after the fire. The step-mother now insists that Sabina continue to stay at home and
take care of her siblings and household chores, while she herself works fulltime picking
waste.

The NCIT team has been trying to persuade the family to allow Sabina to go back to formal
school, but it seems challenging at the moment. We are hopeful that Sabina will eventually
resume formal education.

From her years of working as a wastepicker, Sabina had gradually collected a whole sack full
of discarded toys from the landfill. The entire pile was burnt in the fire. She is concerned
that she will not be able to restore her treasure trove to its former glory.

Mohammed Koish, 12.

He has never attended formal school. He's fairly regular at the Chintan learning centre,
where he usually attends the afternoon shift. At night he picks waste from the landfill.

Why do you live at the landfill? How long have you lived here?

My family and | can earn more money from the landfill. We have
been living here for as long as | can remember.

Do you also work?

Yes, | work from early morning till 1 or 2pm, and sometimes | work
at night. All of us in the family collect approximately 15 kilos of
waste daily and earn approximately Rs 300 in a day.

Do you remember the fire?
Yes. We all tried to save some valuables, but we lost everything.

What did you lose that you miss the most?
I don't miss anything. There was nothing worth missing.

What happened that day?

I heard the fire happened because some men who were drunk threw their cigarettes
around carelessly.

What has changed after the fire?
We don't have anything left. We have to start all over again.

Have you built a new home?

No, there's no money to build a new house yet. Everyone in the family wants to continue
staying in Ghazipur. | haven't thought about it.

Koish's family lost their house along with all their possessions. Even the preparations made
for his sister's marriage were completely charred. Koish's father had to sell their chota hathi
(mini truck) to cover his sister's wedding expenses, rebuild their house and also for his
mother's operation for which she had to spend several days hospitalized.

Now, after the fire, Koish has also started working as a waste picker to support his family.

Since the fire, the NCIT team has ensured that 5 children like Halima are
readmitted into formal school. Project Armaan, a funding partner, provided
stationery for 102 children studying in NCIT's non-formal school and

NCIT used its own funds to provide new stationery for 8 children

who are studying in formal schools.
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: Visit our website www.chintan-india.org for more
CHINTAN on waste recyclers, child wastepickers, and Chintan’s

ENVIRONMENTAL RESEARCH campaigns and initiatives.
AND ACTION GROUP

C-14, 2nd Floor, Lajpat Nagar Ill, New Delhi 110024 Tel:+ 91-11-46574171/72/73 Fax: +91-11-46574174 E-mail: info@chintan-india.org
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