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Arbind Singh, 41, is a leading social activist working with street vendors and informal workers in India. As coordinator of the National Association of Street Vendors of India, he promotes their rights by bringing together policy-makers, local authorities, the police, and street vendors at the local, state, and national levels; advocating for better policies and legislation; building the capacity of street vendor organizations; and collecting and disseminating information regarding key issues and best practices. In addition, as executive director of NIDAN, an NGO addressing the needs of informal workers, he helps to improve their quality of life by enhancing access to microfinance, promoting collective enterprises, and advocating for basic education and healthcare for their children.  During his fellowship he addressed diverse issues including municipal governance and planning, the uses of public space, homelessness, poverty alleviation, sanitation and recycling, and economic and social inclusion.
Mr. Singh pointed out that he “had a tough time convincing the Selection Committee in India about my possible learning in a country known for, among many other things, affluence and progress.”  Fortunately, he was able to convince the committee.  As a result, he was able to examine a wide variety of issues affecting the urban poor in the U.S. and learn about numerous innovative programs and solutions that he feels can be applied to his work in India.
One innovative solution he encountered was the Union Politeca commissary for street vendors in Phoenix.  After years of disagreements between neighborhood groups and food vendors over the issue of health standards, the city asked the two sides to sit down and come to a mutually agreeable solution.  The result was a central commissary used by all street vendors for food preparation.  It has been hugely successful, and this approach is now incorporated into city ordinance.  Another innovative program was the Chicago Continuum of Care, a network of nearly 200 public and private organizations focusing on prevention, housing, and support services for the homeless.  Mr. Singh spent a day visiting these organizations and meeting with city officials, volunteers, and the homeless.  He noted the degree of articulation between the various organizations and the resultant effectiveness of their programs.
Mr. Singh visited numerous nonprofit organizations and was struck by the prevalence of these organizations and the important role they play in policy development and service delivery.  Just in the realm of urban planning and community development, he was very impressed with the Institute for Local Self-Reliance, Urban Land Institute, Project for Public Spaces, Regional Plan Association, and Local Initiatives Support Corporation.  He was also impressed by the quality of work being done by municipal agencies and their willingness to speak frankly about their successes, failures, and ongoing challenges.  Highlights in this regard include his discussions with Deputy Commissioner Alba Pico and other officials at the NYC Department of Consumer Affairs regarding their interactions with street vendors, and his meeting with Amanda Burden, Commissioner of the NYC Planning Commission, an “inspiring, charismatic, and open-minded” public servant.
Mr. Singh was also pleased to have had the opportunity to give presentations on his work to several organizations, including the American India Foundation, the Global Fund for Human Rights, the Unitarian Universalist Service Committee, Indian Development Services, and the Ashoka Foundation.  He has already interacted with some of these organizations in the past; in other cases, he expects to collaborate with them in the future.
Before departing for home, Mr. Singh commented that the fellowship experience far exceeded his expectations.  He stated that “coming for the fellowship has helped me understand that the struggle of urban poor is a global reality, that specialized agencies and services are needed to help the urban poor find solutions and the best are those which are owned and managed by the poor themselves.”






