Sheela Patel is the founder and Director of Society for Promotion of Area Resource Centres (SPARC), an NGO established in 1984 to address the problems of women pavement dwellers in Mumbai. She was a key figure in the building up of Mahila Milan, a decentralized network of collectives of women living on pavements and in slums in different parts of India, that brings women together around savings and credit activities while augmenting their capacities to interact with the larger world of government and formal institutions with regard to secure shelter and basic amenities in slums. The alliance of SPARC, Mahila Milan and the National Slum Dwellers Federation, another people's organization, collectively tackles urban poverty by strengthening grassroots groups of the poor themselves. Under Patel’s leadership, SPARC has catalyzed the construction of housing for over 8,500 families and over 500,000 toilets and latrines, with programs in 70 cities in India.
Patel is also the Chair of Slum/Shack Dwellers International (SDI), an international network of poor people's organizations and the NGOs that support them, which emerged from the Indian experience and is now active in several countries in Asia and Africa. In September 2009, she received the prestigious 2009 David Rockefeller Bridging Leadership Award from the Synergos Institute in New York in recognition of her efforts to ameliorate urban poverty.

