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Foreword

Municipal bodies in India perform a variety of obligatory and
non-obligatory functions, like water supply, sewerage and
drainage, street lighting, public transport, fire brigade service
etc., for the residents living under their respective jurisdictions.
Poor state of municipal services in towns and cities in the
country is a well recognised and documented fact. The National
Commission on Urbanisation states, “urban centers have ...
generated the most brutal and inhuman living conditions, with
large sections of the citizens ... living in squatter settlements. The
over crowding in slums and the desperate lack of water and
sanitation leads not only to severe health problems but to the
abject degradation of human life.... In the decades to come, who
knows how much political tension and physical violence will be
triggered off by the flagrant display of wealth which coexists
with the rising expectations of the poor and with the appalling
conditions of congestion and pollution which form their
environment” (Vol. I, p. 1).

The malady seeks a diagnosis for its remedy. Analytical
perspectives on the matter differ. One of the perspectives is that
there is a reluctance to raise prices of services in face of sharp
increase in expenditure on production, distribution and
maintenance of these services in the wake of demographic growth,
physical expansion of towns and cities along with rising cost of
labour and material. The National Commission on Urbanisation
also notes, “there is a universal complaint in India that local
bodies, which are responsible for maintenance of existing services,
are woefully short of resources, both for maintenance of existing
services and for making the capital investment necessary for
expansion” (Vol. II, p. 133). Deterioration in quality and
availability of services is the natural outcome of all this. Less
empowered social groups and peripheral localities do suffer the
most in the process.
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Although numerous studies are available on urban services
and municipal finances yet seldom has been an attempt made to
study the pricing mechanism of urban services so as to
understand the bases on which urban services are subsidized
and to find out a rational formula for their distribution. So far
Indian Geography is considered, there is a complete dearth of
such studies. The present book Pricing of Urban Services—Pricing
and Subsidy Component by Naib Singh is a commendable exception.
He is the first at least among the Indian geographers to take up
this theme for innovative research.

A variety of questions raised in the book is very appropriate,
timely and focused. Is there some basis for distribution of subsidies
on urban services? Was there any social and or spatial
discrimination in their distribution and what should be the rational
approach to the subsidy element in the provision of urban
services? In fact, the whole discussion in the book is centred
around, how to build a sustainable system of urban services for
towns and cities in India, which combines the virtues of service
efficiency, social equity, operational effectiveness, dynamic growth
and financial viability.

The job of finding answers to these questions has been handled
with a fine research skill by Dr. Naib Singh. He picked up a case
study of municipal towns in Bathinda district of Punjab. His
personal knowledge on the working of services in the district, as
he is settled in Bathinda city of the district, and extensive fieldwork
conducted methodologically has been a great asset.

Some of the findings of his work deserve reproduction. Urban
services in Punjab are highly subsidized. Only an amount of
Rs. 32 18 million, making up only 8.0 per cent of total municipal
expenditure (on average annual basis), is recovered:; making less
than 15 percent of total expenditure incurred by the municipalities
on urban services. In other words, 85 paisa out of each rupee
goes as subsidy. At the level of individual town, the large towns
were guided by the principle of economic efficiency in spending
on services in comparison to small towns, whereas the concept of
equity prevailed over the efficiency criteria. In 1996-97, where
per capita subsidy rose to its peak level of Rs. 38, inter-municipal
variations were the least. It seems that there is threshold point
beyond which the growth of subsidy has to be kept within limit.
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Five out of eight urban services examined were fully
subsidized, while remaining three were partially subsidized.
Public health and sanitation received the highest amount of
Rs. 15.30 million or about 30 per cent of total subsidy amount.
Against this, the fire brigade services, received only Rs. 1.46 million
or less than 3 per cent. Of all the services, three urban services
viz., public health and sanitation, sewerage and roads cornered
nearly 73 per cent of total subsidy amount during the period.
Recovery rate varied from a high of about 46 per cent in case of
water supply service to a low of less than 8 per cent in sewerage
service.

Per capita amount of subsidy on urban services recorded strong
positive association with all the attributes of towns, included in
the analysis, but association was exceptionally strong with growth
rate of population and per capita amount of expenditure. In other
words, rapidly growing and high per capita spending towns
provided very high per capita amount of subsidy on urban
services.

In view of the high subsidy component in provision of urban
services, there is a need for rationalization. The immediate solution
that comes to mind is a hike in the tariff structure of urban
services. Some of the core issues involved in the matter are:
(i) Convincing people of the fact that they are getting highly
subsidized urban services and that the poor quality of services
being rendered is related largely to this fact; consequently he
must pay for these services adequately, (ii) Working out a scenario
in which the consumer is convinced that it is not the administrative
mismanagement but the financial crunch which is more
responsible for the prevailing situation, and (iii) preparing the
local politician to cooperate by resisting the tendency towards
populism and opposing it to encourage any rationalization of
pricing of urban services. The situation is more favourable now
than ever before. Already a favourable wind is blowing towards
rationalizing of the prices of urban services. The urban-dwellers
have also started getting a feel of it. Their mindset is now changing
towards the content of emerging realities.

Such perceptive observations are a hallmark of Dr. Naib Singh’s
book. His entire work is noted for clarity of concepts, rigour of
methodology, and depth of insights. He displays a remarkable
capacity to draw incisive geographic inferences from his study.
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He displays a slended commitment to objectivity while dealing
with any issue. Fieldwork based observations and analysis further
enhance the quality and objectivity of the work accomplished.

He has provided a model for others interested in similar
themes. At the same time, it devolves upon dynamic and energetic
Dr. Naib Singh that he continues exploring the hidden dimensions
of this theme. Above all, the book contains several messages
worthy of serious considerations by the audience in geography,
economics, public administration, and urban and regional
planning in addition to bureaucrats and policy planners,
journalists, activists and an informed general audience. Dr. Naib
Singh deserves our heartiest congratulations at accomplishing a
singularly splendid job. I wish the book all success.

Chandigarh
O&;"‘J—‘ Kok

SURYA KANT

Reader

Department of Geography
Panjab University
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