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I believe that Urban Planning & Design (UP&D) 

should be considered a 'Right' and brought to 

public dialogue. The democratization of UP&D 

would be a significant step towards the 

achievement of just and equal cities. Exercising 

this right would be an effective means for 

bringing about much-needed socio

environmental change. 

The impact of urban spaces on our lives 

is so enormous that it is necessary to 

focus on the planning and design 

undertaken by governments and various 

private agencies, planning that reshapes 

spaces continuously through time. As a 

matter of fact, planning and design can 

be effective democratic tools of social 
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change and therefore must be brought 

to public domain and popularized in 

order to free it from the shackles of 

manifold control and exclusivity. 

Moreover, cities are built not merely with 

physical structures-buildings and 

infrastructure-but also with social and 

civic capital, for which building inclusive 

cities is a priority. Sadly, the two realms 

are polarized. Barriers between people 

and development decisions are 

continuously reinforced by sophisticated 

government policies and programs. This 

often leads to unacceptable and 

unsustainable growth with alarming 

social and environmental consequences. 

Mainstream UP&D Claiming 
ideas that 

urban 
predominantly 

reflect the political planning and 
ideology and design rights 
interest of the ruling 

has to be 
class and their 

agents are often in understood 
conflict with larger as part of 
development 

larger 
interests. This has 

been realized movement for 
through many claiming 
examples world 

"right to the 
over, including in the 

historical cases of city," as much 
Haussmann's plans as other 
for Paris and Moses' 

democratic 
plans for New York, 

and the protests that rights 
followed in both movements, 
cities. Plans for cities 

enshrined in 
could be utilized for 

exactly the opposite law. 
objective: to achieve 

social integration by 

engaging communities as agents of change, as 
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has been championed by Jane Jacob and 

others. In the context of rapid urbanization, 

people's movements in and across cities 

claiming "Urban Planning and Design Rights" 

have therefore come to be essential. It is 

heartening that people in different parts of the 

world are intervening in decisions that affect 

their lives and questioning the plans and 

projects that are being forced on them. 

Communities in different neighborhoods and 

cities are demanding public discussion on 

matters relating to planning and design issues. 

In India, for reasons that suit the policy 

makers and governments, UP&D are not 

considered important in defining the 

nature of cities. Instead, city building is 

driven by policies without any 

understanding or assessment of their 

impact on built-form. By claiming 

planning and design as a right, people 

across communities would no more be 

casually or cynically invited by 

governments to participate and respond 

to decisions after their formulation and 

announcement. Rather, they would have 

opportunities to engage in the process 

of decision making right from inception 

of plans, deciding the objectives and 

intent of proposals. This demand for 

planning and design rights goes 

beyond the generally accepted notion 

about the limitations of their right of 

participation. 

Public perception in India is that 

planning requires exclusive knowledge 

and only few are capable. This must be 

de-mystified and expose its bluff. It is 

important for people to not merely 

respond to change but envision change. 

Most important, the democratization of 
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UP&D would hopefully facilitate 

unification of the fractured cityscapes 

and heal deep social and cultural 

fissures. 

Urban planning and design dialogue 

In my own city Mumbai, where I have 

worked for many years as architect

activist, the exclusion and 

marginalization of the majority from 

development decisions has produced 

critical levels of social alienation and 

apathy. Meanwhile there has been 

unsustainable and anarchic growth of 

the city. 

Today, citizen's movements in many 

Indian towns and cities are actively 

engaged, not just in questioning the 

government's plans, but also evolving 

people's vision and alternatives for 

democratization. A notable example is 

Mumbai, where there are two important 

movements: the Open Mumbai plan, by 

this author; and the integration of slums 

into the development plans and 

programs of the city, by Nivara Hakk, an 

housing rights movement by slum 

dwellers. I have been a key participant in 

both these movements. 
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CAPTION: Left: Slums & open spaces mapping (in red) 

carried out by Nivara Hakk and this author in the year 2012, 

is the first comprehensive viewing of the slums occupied 

areas. Right: the vast extent of natural areas (in green) of 

Mumbai, bringing out facts that expose many myths and 

bluffs. Both these efforts brought critical data to public view. 

In Mumbai, close to 5.5 million people, 

constituting nearly 50 percent of the 

city's population, live miserably in slums. 

They occupy just 8 percent of the cities 

developable land, living under traumatic 

high-density conditions, without 

adequate services, infrastructure or 

open spaces. 

Over the years, through various 

sophisticated slum redevelopment 

policies, the slum lands are forcibly 

taken-over for free by private builders. 

Under this policy existing populations in 

slums are squeezed to one third of the 

land they occupied prior to 

redevelopment. The land reclaimed from 

slums is built over with expensive 

housing and commercial projects for 

sale in the open market. This 

development model is leading to further 
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slummification of the city and worsening 

living conditions for slum dwellers. 

Displacement and dispossession 

continue to characterize slum clearance 

and redevelopment schemes. Tragically, 

there is no space and opportunity for 

participation and engagement of the 

slum dwellers in the redevelopment of 

their areas. 

Slums proliferate in Mumbai because 

there is no construction or availability of 

affordable housing in the formal market, 

for both the poor and middle class 

people. Slums are spread widely, and 

mostly are informally located (i.e., 

without government sanction or 

planning), thus adversely affecting the 

quality of life and environment of the 

entire city. As a matter of fact, Mumbai, 

or Bombay as it was once and 

sometimes still is called, is referred to as 

'Slum-bay' by many academicians and 

activists. A documentary film jointly 

produced in 1989 by the Indian Institute 

of Architects and the Commonwealth 

Association of Architects and co

directed by this author is titled Slum 

Bombay. 

Yet Mumbai's official development plan 

leaves them as blank areas, without 

documenting them, and a detailed 

mapping of the slums has been avoided 

over the years. For the first time the city 

got to see and realize the extent of 

slums across Mumbai is when this author 

and Nivara Hakk mapped the physical 

extent of slum land. This map showed 
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that slums were substantial and 

contiguous. It exposed the myth that 

slums occupied most of the open 

spaces, reserved lands and large tracts 

of mangroves and other natural areas, 

posing serious threat to the environment 

of the city. This had been the incorrect 

claim of middle and upper class people. 

More importantly, our mapping put 

forward a larger vision for slums 

redevelopment and their integration with 

the city. The need for comprehensive 

planning and design finally got 

acceptance in the government parlors 

and housing policy documents. The 

Slums Redevelopment Authority under 

the state government has now begun a 

detailed mapping exercise and is 

considering a new slums redevelopment 

master plan. 

In one of the largest slum demolition and 

eviction drives in India, ordered by the 

court, a protracted struggle waged by 

the over 75,000 slum dwellers families 

(over 400,000 people) residing in the 

Sanjay Gandhi National Park. Nivara 

Hakk challenged the order, demanding 

rehabilitation first. Brutal attacks by the 

demolition forces of the government, 

deploying armed forces and helicopter 

surveillance, led to many homes being 

crushed and lives lost. After legal 

interventions, the court amended their 

order of eviction, proposing to the 

government to undertake rehabilitation 

of the eligible people at an alternate 
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location and only then carry out 

demolition. 

Nivara Hakk conducted this 

rehabilitation, successfully carrying out a 

participatory planning and design 

exercise, and organized the slum

dwellers into co-operatives at the new 

site for management and maintenance 

of their buildings and common areas. 

Today, more than 12,000 families 

proudly occupy their new homes. 

On the other hand, Mumbai is a unique 

city having a vast and diverse extent of 

rich natural assets, covering nearly 240 

km2
, or approximately 50 percent of the 

city's total area. These include, wetlands, 

mangroves, creeks, rivers, watercourses, 

creeks, hills, forests and beaches. Sadly, 

over the years, we have not only turned 

our backs on these valuable natural 

areas but have continued to abuse 

them. Rampant destruction of these 

sensitive areas over the years by land 

sharks and real-estate agencies has led 

to threatening environmental situations. 

Yet the development plan for the city 

does not document them in detail nor 

does it record their boundaries and 

areas. Through the "Open Mumbai" plan, 

we have demonstrated how creating 

open spaces all along the natural areas 

would enable their integration with the 

city, put them to daily life experiences 

and ensure their protection through 

citizens vigilance. 
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The lack of transparency in planning and 

urban land use demonstrated by these 

examples is a problem world over, as 

governments and their various agencies 

publish specific plans and projects for 

public knowledge and response, doing 

so with a set of severely imposed 

conditions. In many instances the 

relevance and need of the project itself 

is seldom open to question. Instead, 

they tend to engage the public with 

technical details with which most people 

cannot engage. As a result, only select 

individuals and groups respond with 

their suggestions and objections. Such a 

situation has lead to systematic 

exclusion of large sections of the public 

who are adversely affected by the very 

plans that should benefit them. For most 

people, their interaction and relationship 

with the city is limited, apparently by 

design of those in power. 

A key objective of open dialogue in land 

use and planning is to inform and 

educate the public on the ideas, 

objectives and impact of various plans 

and development programs that are 

promoted not just by governments but 

also by powerful private agencies that 

have achieved specific development 

rights. This way people who are 

detached from the city can get closer to 

it. Ironically, urban design as a tool has 

been most often used to promote 

discriminatory and exclusionary 

practices, as in Mumbai and other Indian 

cities, operating within the confined and 

barricaded city spaces. 
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Values: a paradigm shift for cities 

Today, planners and architects are 

operating within a web of contradictions. 

With market driven city builders being 

increasingly obsessed with construction 

turnover, they have come to consider 

designers as mere service providers. In 

turn most designers express very little or 

no concern for larger socio

environmental causes. The prevailing 

context of exclusion and discrimination, 

and the city's fragmentation, along with 

environmental abuse, has to be radically 

altered towards the achievement of 

social and environmental unification. 

T hese objectives have to form the basis 

of urban planning and design programs, 

leading to a paradigm shift in the idea of 

cities and their built forms and 

structures. This shift requires going 

beyond the obsession with viewing 

cities only through the lens of financial 

valuation and into an assessment of 

socio-political and environmental 

economy. 

Public dialogue ensures that 

governmental organisations and elected 

representatives are answerable 

throughout their tenure and not just 

during election period, turning urban 

development into a dynamic, vibrant and 

sustainable process. 

Let's review an example from Mumbai. 

Recently the Municipal Corporation and 

the state government put forward the 

new Draft Development Plan 2012-2032. 
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The plan was clearly anti-people and 

detrimental to the ecology and 

environmental interests of the city. It 

avoided the question of slums 

redevelopment and their integration with 

the city, and proposed plans that would 

further cut down the meager open 

spaces. Mumbai has a miserable ratio of 

less than 1.5m2 per person open space. 

In comparison, London has 31.68, New 

York, 26.4, Tokyo, 3.96. 

Citizens groups, NGO's, workers, slum

dwellers and even the middle class 

organized public meetings in protest. 

Concerted effort to build public opinion 

forced the government to recall the plan 

and start the process all over again. 

Earlier appointed consultants for the 

preparation of the plan were terminated 

and the municipal corporation in charge 

of it is presently going through public 

hearings, evaluating over 50,000 

suggestions and objections filed by 

individuals and organizations. Hopefully 

a more acceptable plan will emerge 

reflecting the development needs and 

demands of all the people. 

Such participatory momentum needs to 

be sustained and expanded, not just in 

Mumbai, but also in all towns and cities 

across India, and today, there are such 

movements around the country. They 

are of vital importance. 

Rights to concessions in a neo

liberalized world 
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From rights to concessions is yet 

another oppressive social and political 

trend that has come to prevail, 

particularly evident in the neo-liberalised 

world. Public freedom and rights over a 

wide array of issues that affect life in 

cities have been turned into matters of 

negotiation and concessions, leading to 

reductions in open space and little 

opportunity for public participation. Land 

deals are led by private agencies 

bargaining for concessions in monies 

and goods rather than engaging in 

issues of basic rights. It is only when 

there are people's uprisings that the 

governments begin to grant fringe or 

peripheral benefits to the public under 

the guise of public largesse, without 

altering the very foundations upon which 

colonization, exclusivity and private 

empires are built across cities. 

Increasing commodification under 

expanding markets has engulfed basic 

social and human development needs, 

and has substantially eroded 

fundamental rights of most people. 

But there is light at the end of the tunnel 

due to the innumerable rights struggles 

the world over. People's collective's are 

intervening and participating in the 

development and governance of public 

spaces, for example in movements to 

reclaim Mumbai's waterfronts, led by 

various citizens groups along with this 

author. For management and 

governance of these waterfronts, a tri

partite between citizens, government 

and private agencies has been 
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established with the residents 

association at the top of the pyramid. 

Similarly, housing rights movements by 

Nivara Hakk has forced governments to 

reluctantly recognize land rights of the 

poor. But, policy after policy continues to 

doll out concessions to regulate 

people's demands in measured doses, 

without altering the fundamental 

premise of permitting land grabs for real 

estate business interests by private 

agencies. 

The way forward 

Considering neighborhoods as the base 

for organising movements for effective 

democratization of UP&D is key. Such an 

approach facilitates local people's active 

participation in matters concerning their 

area, which they know best, while 

influencing the city's planning and 

development decisions. 

Through a neighborhood-based 

development approach it would be 

possible to decentralize and localize 

projects and their designs, breaking 

away from mega-monolithic planning 

and design ideas with enormous 

investments that impose unbearable 

burdens on the lives of most people. 

Neighborhood based UP&D approaches 

would also facilitate closer interaction 

between people and their elected 

representatives. Importantly, 

neighborhood work creates a more 

collaborative approach to city and place 
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making. The various movements 

reclaiming public spaces in Mumbai -

the seafront development in Bandra; the 

Juhu beach redevelopment work; and 

the "Juhu Vision" plan with work along 

the watercourses called lrla Nullah -

have amply demonstrated the gains of 

neighborhood based approaches to city 

development. For citizens, these 

projects have allowed the immediate 

reclamation, redesign and re

programming of public space. 

With public space being the main 

planning criteria, we hope to bring about 

a social change: promoting collective 

culture and rooting out alienation and 

false sense of individual gratification 

promoted by the market. Our experience 

of neighborhood actions in Mumbai has 

come to confirm that such initiatives can 

influence long- term change in ways 

cities development is understood. 

Interventions by citizens, as in Bandra, 

Juhu and other areas of Mumbai, would 

have never been anticipated by a 

'master plan' for the city. 

Conclusion 

Urban Planning & Design can be 

oppressive. But on the other hand it can 

be progressive and liberating. As city 

spaces have been fragmented and 

colonized, reflected in the growth of 

gated communities and other exclusive 

spaces, it is our challenge to use UP&D 

tools to network the disparate spaces 

and people into a cohesive and 
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accessible city. It is only through active 

dialogue and participatory programs that 

individual, family and community 

relationships can be nurtured. 

Claiming 'urban planning and design 

rights' has to be understood as part of 

larger movement for claiming "right to 

the city," as much as other democratic 

rights movements, enshrined in law. To 

claim Urban Planning and Design rights 

is to assert peoples' power over the 

ways in which our cities are created, 

with a determination to build socially and 

environmentally just and democratic 

cities. 

P.K Das

Mumabi 

The Just City Essays is a joint project of 

The J. Max Bond Center, Next City and 

The Nature of Cities. © 2015 All rights 

are reserved. 
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Many voices. Greener cities. Better cities. 

Mumbai's development plan is revised 

every twenty years. The revision process 

of the current plan is underway for 

preparation of a new plan for 2014-2034, 

to be launched some time later this year. 

Amongst many issues that active citizens 

and environmental groups have flagged is 

that of ecology and environment. Sadly, 

ecology and environmental causes are 

considered by authorities as huge burdens 

on the "development" agenda, particularly 

so in "land starved" cities, as is Mumbai. 

This is true for many city governments 

around the world. Such a mindset has to 

be challenged. Sustainable Ecology & 

Environment has to be the central aspect 

of city development plans and prepared 

with peoples' participation. For this to be 

successful, ecology rights movements 

have to be popularized worldwide. 

Interestingly, participation in the 

preparation of the new development plan 

for Mumbai has been bigger than anytime 

before. Under pressure from people's 

movements and active citizenry, the 

Municipal Corporation has launched public 

consultations before finalizing the new 

plan. Individuals, organisations and 

institutions engaged in wide ranging 
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subjects are today actively contributing. As 

for the environmental cause, several 

groups have come together to jointly 

submit their views and demands during 

public hearings to the corporation's 

officials. This is probably the first time 

when such collective and concerted effort 

has been witnessed. 

Background 

City building efforts have led to 

unprecedented abuse and destruction of 

natural assets and ecosystems. Also their 

relationship with built environment has 

been severed in most instances. As a 

matter of fact, development plans and 

programs have dealt with natural 

conditions with hostility. Their exclusion 

from city maps or their inadequate 

documentation, as in the case of Mumbai, 

is an example of such apathy and 

indifference. Instead, our challenge is their 

integration, towards building a sustainable 

urban ecology. 

City development anarchy in Mumbai. 

Today, cities are seen as opportunities to 

build more, achieving higher and even 

higher construction turnover for mere 

financial gains at the cost of social and 

environmental interests. This build-more 

syndrome and the development anarchy 

across cities has led to the decimation of 

natural environmental conditions and 

turned these areas into city's backyards: 

both physically and metaphorically. 
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In Mumbai's case, the vast and diverse 

extent of the city's natural assets covering 

an area of over 180 square kilometers 

(area for construction & other development 

works being 260 sq.kms), has been 

damaged and in many instances totally 

destroyed by indiscriminate construction. 

These eco-sensitive areas have been 

considered as dumping grounds for waste 

disposal and illegal land filling. Such acts of 

arrogant violence against natural 

environment are increasingly witnessed 

under growing urbanization and city 

expansion programs. 

Mumbai's seafronts as dumping grounds. Photos: PK Das 

Open Mapping 

Due to rapid expansion plans and 

programs in cities, it has become 

necessary to define boundaries and areas 

of various natural aspects. This proposal is 

not meant for a permanent division or 

separation of the natural areas from the 

city building process, but to ensure their 

protection in the intermediate phases 

towards the achievement of an informed 

integrated urban ecology. Also determining 

and demarcating buffer areas for every 

natural element has become an absolute 

necessity during this period. Such buffer 

areas will help in the establishment of 

open space between various built 

developments and core ecological areas. 

While undertaking both these exercises we 

will experience critical differences with our 

governments and bitter conflicts with 

private builders and developers who 

forever want to extend their property 

boundaries onto these areas for further 

construction and real estate benefit. In 
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Mumbai, based on 'Open Mumbai' plans, 

we have jointly proposed to the authorities 

to designate the buffer areas as reserved 

public open spaces for walking and cycling 

without any form of construction and for 

regeneration of natural ecosystems. 

Further, we have proposed to develop a 

contiguous network of these buffer areas 

connected with other open spaces of the 

city parks, gardens, playground etc., and 

various public places: market areas, 

community buildings, transportation hubs, 

etc. We believe that free public access to 

spaces in this network will facilitate 

effective vigilance by community groups 

against abuse and misuse of the natural 

assets. Such collective engagement in 

open spaces will facilitate social 

networking and the democratization of 

public spaces and vital ecological 

resources. 

Mapping is not merely a physical exercise 

but has to be understood as a socio

political action engaging people across 

neighborhoods and the city. Through the 

mapping process individuals would not 

only be able to contribute but will learn to 

work together with others in building 

public knowledge about ecology and the 

importance of conservation of fragile 

environmental conditions. People's survey 

data, generated through collective 

engagements will challenge government's 

skewed and insufficient information 

manufactured to suit certain vested 

interests that are contrary to larger 

sustainable environmental cause. 
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Collective engagement along with wide 

public dialogue is a necessary democratic 

process for the achievement of such an 

objective. Organizing public meetings and 

campaigns for awareness towards building 

public opinion can achieve this process. 

Significantly, public engagement would be 

possible only when they realize the 

necessity of the importance of 

environmental issues in their daily life 

experience. 

Citizen's action will inevitably include legal 

interventions and public interest litigations 

(PIL) in the courts. Many significant orders 

in favor of environmental cause have been 

achieved through this effort. In Mumbai's 

case, due to Plls, the Courts have ordered 

that mangrove areas be reserved as 

protected forests. Similar orders have 

prohibited land filling in wetlands. 

Strangely, the State Government of 

Maharashtra that includes the city of 

Mumbai has been pursuing an idea of 

building low-cost housing on saltpan lands 

and other wetlands for short-term political 

gains. These court orders are big victories 

in the battle towards conservation and 

protection of natural assets. But, filing Plls 

are neither simple nor easy for citizen's 

movements. They involve massive 

expenditure, time and sustained effort to 

cope with slow legal procedures. Moreover 

the opponents are powerful people with 

enormous resources at their disposal to 

fight these legal challenges. 

ctivi ts 

For long-term gain, it is important to 

achieve necessary legislative changes for 
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the protection, conservation and 

enrichment of various natural conditions. 

Governments deciding unilaterally or 

taking decisions in collaboration with 

highly influential private developers, land 

sharks and business houses, as is the 

practice today, leads to the downsizing of 

natural areas and depletion of these vital 

public assets. In spite of protracted 

struggles for environmental cause, 

governments have undermined such 

critical decisions and thereby allowed the 

continuing destruction of natural areas. In 

Mumbai for example, we witness large-

scale illegal land filling, dumping of 

garbage and rubble generated from 

building repairs and construction sites onto 

areas of mangroves, wetlands, rivers and 

creeks. Even the city government, has over 

the years, used wetlands and mangrove 

areas as solid waste dumping sites. Hence, 

concerted democratic movements and 

protracted struggles will have to continue 

in order to influence decisions in favour of 

environmental protection and their 

conservation. 

Integrated City Development Plans 

Amongst many steps that have to be 

undertaken and battles waged, the 

formalization of boundaries and areas of 

the natural and eco-sensitive areas in the 

development plans of cities is of utmost 

importance. Only then we would achieve 

legal teeth for pursuing our ecology rights 

battles for the achievement of sustainable 

ecology and environmental justice. 

Preparation of development plans of cities 

with such ideas and objectives creates 

new challenges. Integration of the natural 

areas with other social infrastructure and 

human development demands are 

complex, when basic human rights related 

to housing, amenities, access to healthcare 

and education are pressing demands. In 
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spite of public suggestions backed by 

surveys and elaborate data - as also 

carried out by Mumbai waterfronts Center 

and this author - the authorities in 

Mumbai have not committed as yet to 

define the boundaries and areas in the 

forthcoming development plan of the rich 

and varied natural elements that this city 

uniquely possesses. 

With continuing pressure from movements 

and sustained public action, hopefully the 

authorities will ultimately concede to the 

demand for surveying all the natural areas 

and carry-out their integration in the 

forthcoming development plan for Mumbai. 

Continuing participation and active 

citizen's movements have been able to 

influence government decisions in many 

other planning issues and related areas of 

concern. As demanded, the idea of 

participatory neighbourhood planning 

forming the basis of city planning, is one 

such example which the authorities have 

adopted. In the new draft plan, the city has 

been divided into 151 planning units. 

Local area or neighbourhood plans 

facilitates maximum participation as people 

relate best to their neighbourhood. In any 

case, Mumbai has evolved by itself and 

every area has typical challenges. Each 

neighbourhood has its own unique set of 

strengths, weaknesses and opportunities, 

best understood by the people who live 

and have an interest in it. Also every 

neighbourhood has distinct geographic 

and environmental conditions. Allowing 

citizens to utilize this awareness of their 

nighbourhood will result in a vision best 

suited to them and to the city. 

'Neighbourhood Planning' keeping larger, 

city issues in mind is the way ahead. It will 

empower local residents and make them 

responsible for their area development. 

This will truly be our Vision, our desired 
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future for our surroundings, our city and 

the environment. 

In India, as in many other countries, 

destruction of natural areas continues to 

exceed efforts towards arresting them. 

Simultaneously, pretentious and counter

productive plans are mooted on many 

fronts. For example, to reduce erosion of 

the coastline including beaches, 

governments are dumping concrete tetra 

pods and building sea walls. Similarly, 

enormous concrete walls are being built on 

both sides of rivers and other 

watercourses to contain their spread. 

These big contract turnover projects 

permanently severe the water courses 

from the natural ecosystems. 

Integration of the natural assets with other 

urban development goals is not easy; 

particularly when the city is being 

systematically fragmented into disparate 

and conflicting parts, best reflected in the 

physical form of cities. Land and resources, 

including natural areas are divided and 

barricaded and considered individually and 

separately for various construction and 

development works. How then can the 

integration of natural and built 

environments happen for the achievement 

of a sustainable urban ecology under the 

present nature of city development? 

This integration is indeed one of our 

biggest challenges in our thrust towards 

urbanization and city building. For this 

purpose people's movements for 

environmental cause would necessarily 

have to join forces with other democratic 

rights movements for the achievement of 

integrated and inclusive cities world over.

This has to be a simultaneous effort in all 

cities of the world. 

P.K. Das 

Mumbai 
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On The Nature of Cities 

OPEN MUMBAI PLAN 

-

'Open Mumbai' Plan suggests networking the various natural 

assets, enabling over 500 kms. of contiguous public open 

spaces for walking and cycling. 

OPEN MUMBAI PLAN 

-��JJ==-�- -------,, .----�-�----,-

MUMBAI WATERFRONTS CENTRE 

AND 

P K DAS & ASSOCIATES 
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Let Streams of Linear Open Spaces Flow 

About the Writer: 

PK Das 

P.K. Das is popularly known as an 

Architect-Activist. With an 

extremely strong emphasis on 

participatory planning, he hopes 

to integrate architecture and 

democracy to bring about desired 

social changes in the country. 

Web More From this Author 

Across Urban Landscapes 

PK Das, Mumbai. 

12 August 2015 

Many voices. Greener cities. Better cities. 

Can we re-envision our cities with a 

stream of linear open spaces, defining a 

new geography of cities? Can we break 

away from large, monolithic spaces and 

geometric structures into fluid open 

spaces, meandering, modulating and 

negotiating varying city terrains, as rivers 

and watercourses do? This way, the new 

structure of open spaces would relate to 

and integrate with many more areas and 

provide access to more people across 

neighborhoods and the city. Why? 

Because a linear park passes near more 

people than a square part of the same 

size-that is, more people are within a 

short walk of a linear park than a square 

one of the same size in the same 

neighborhood. And linear parks are 

parks of opportunity. Where would one 

create a big square park in Mumbai? But 

streams and other naturally linear 

features provide opportunities to create 
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park access in an otherwise crowded 

urban zone. 

Over the years, across cities, we have 

been planning and building parks and 

gardens and other public spaces as 

geometric blocks that, in most instances, 

stand out in sharp contrast to the 

character of the neighborhoods in which 

they are placed. Such decisions that 

impose such blocky parcels of land 

seem guided by intentions of promoting 

exclusive spaces, spaces that could be 

contained and controlled, with access to 

them regulated. In many urban 

situations, such blocks have led to class 

and community polarization due to the 

very nature of their design and 

governance structure. A public 

space has significant socio- political 

colour that cannot be ignored or masked 

under the guises of city beautification 

programs and limited environmental 

objectives. 

Today, we are confronted by many 

critical questions that need to be 

answered. Can public spaces in various 

forms be conceived to harness social 

and community relationships? Can they 

bring together the disparate fragments 

of spaces within cities, otherwise 

characterized by forced ghettoisation 

and gated communities? Can sensitive 

ecological assets that have been 

classified, colonized, and/or treated as 

backyards of development programs be 

put into the public domain and turned 

into social and cultural fore-courts? How 
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can we alter the established blocks of 

barricaded spaces and structures into 

open and clear spaces for all, forever? 

Can more people freely access and 

exercise control over common property 

in order to democratise the ecology of 

cities? Alternately, can we work towards 

developing linear structures of open 

spaces as an answer to many of the 

above issues, while significantly altering 

the established, dogmatic order of 

public spaces in the planning and 

development of cities? 

These are key questions for the future of 

city building. It may be a tall order, but 

worth pursuing, as it is rooted in the idea 

of a new urban rights agenda

governance models that strive to 

achieve integration, equality, and socio

environmental justice. In most instances, 

public spaces have been shrinking with 

city expansion. Open land, including that 

reserved for gardens and playgrounds, 

has either been converted by 

governments for building construction 

purposes or is being grabbed and 

developed for real estate projects, as 

has been experienced in the case of 

Mumbai. In such an event, collective or 

community ownership of common 

spaces becomes crucial for maintaining 

a desirable balance between open 

spaces and built-up areas. It is in this 

regard that linear streams of open 

spaces achieve significance. This is not 

to say that larger parcels of land for 

open spaces are not necessary at all. 

Rather, that the interesting possibility of 
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linear systems is that small residual or 

marginal spaces that are often ignored 

or neglected can be stitched together 

with other open spaces and natural 

areas into a larger structure of open 

spaces. Such an approach would greatly 

aid our struggle for expanding open 

spaces in dense cities where open lands 

are in short supply, helping us to achieve 

minimum open spaces standards. 

Pimpri Chinchwad Networking Plan: Central Park. A network 

of green corridors and a central park in a plan by this author 

for Pimpri Chinchwad town in the state of Maharashtra, India. 

Credit: PK Das & Associates

In terms of physical planning, at P.K. Das 

& Associates we aim to develop 

contiguous open spaces by 

interconnecting various facets of areas 

open to the public. This would produce a 
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network of green corridors throughout 

the city and its various localities, 

nourishing community life, 

neighbourhood engagements, and 

participation. With public space being 

the main planning criteria, we hope to 

bring about a social change: promoting 

collective culture and rooting out 

alienation and a false sense of individual 

gratification promoted by the market. By 

achieving intensive levels of citizens' 

participation, we wish to influence 

governments to devise comprehensive 

urban plans and to integrate disparate 

developments. The 'open and clear 

forever' public space policy will truly 

symbolize our democratic aspirations. 

This is a significant way to rebuild 

humane and environmentally 

sustainable cities. 

In Mumbai, the 'Mumbai Waterfronts 

Centre' and architects PKDas & 

Associates have made an attempt to re

envision the city by proposing such a 

linear public spaces structure, bringing 

together the vast extent of the natural 

assets and the available open spaces 

within the city. An illustration of such an 

idea shows how a system of linear parks 

and other public spaces can radically 

alter the socio-environmental character 

of the city. More importantly, by this plan, 

it is possible to mobilise neighborhood 

people's participation in the 

development and expansion of open 

spaces as much as their participation in 

the development and expansion of the 

city, as seen in the plans for Juhu, a 
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neighborhood in the western suburbs of 

Mumbai. 

In order to Re-Vision Mumbai and 

democratize its public space, we have 

launched the 'Vision Juhu' plan as a pilot 

project. 

Juhugiri. 
Pyar se. 

�---- ._,, ..._ 
·-� ......... �---·· ....... 

..... -·•-•-t -�-· ______ ... _____ _
_ ........ ___ , ___ , 
_,..,_ .. __ ._
-·-.. -�--
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A public campaign poster, published by area residents and 

this author to popularize the idea of linear open spaces 

structure in the Juhu neighbourhood of Mumbai, currently 

under implementation. Credit: PK Das & Associates 

Walking, cycling, and a forest. A partial plan for a 
linear park system In Juhu 
Credit: PK Das & Assocuates 
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A rendering of the green corridor onto a Google image of 

Juhu area. Credit: PK Das 

As Mumbai expands, its open spaces 

are shrinking. The democratic 'space' 

that ensures accountability and enables 

dissent is also shrinking, very subtly but 

surely. The city's shrinking physical open 

spaces are of course the most visible 

manifestation of this, as they directly and 

adversely affect our very quality of life. A 

new order of linear open spaces must 

clearly be the foundation of city 

planning. 

m's EXPAND PUBLIC SPACES 

Open Mumbai Exhibition and inauguration photos 
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Through this plan we hope to generate 

dialogue between people, governments, 

and professionals and dialogue within 

movements working for social, cultural, 

and environmental change. It is a plan 

that redefines land use and 

development, placing people and 

community life at the centre of planning 

-not real estate and construction

potential. A plan that redefines the 

'notion' of open space to go beyond 

gardens and recreational grounds to 

include the vast, diverse natural assets 

of the city, including rivers, creeks, lakes, 

ponds, mangroves, wetlands, beaches, 

and the incredible seafronts. A plan that 

aims to create non-barricaded, non

exclusive, non-elitist spaces that provide 

access to all our citizens for leisure, 

relaxation, art, and cultural life. A plan 

that ensures open spaces are not only 
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available, but are geographically and 

culturally integral to neighbourhoods 

and participatory community life. 

Such plans for cities will be the 

beginning of a new dialogue to create a 

truly representative 'Peoples' Plan'. Let 

streams of linear open spaces flow 

across urban landscapes, defining a new 

ecology-socio-environmental order-of 

cities the world over 

PK Das 

Mumbai 

On The Nature of Cities 
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Urban water fronts have typically been sites of heavy development and often 
are sites of pollution or exclusive access. But they have enormous potential 

benefits. How can we unlock these benefits for everyone? Are there ecological 
vs. social vs. economic tradeoffs? 

Pk Das , Mumbai
January 06, 2015

P.K. Das
Integrating the waterfronts

Developing open, sustainable and resilient urban waterfronts is
paramount. Also, integration of waterfronts with cities’
hinterlands and their social and cultural fabric in order to
overcome their segregation and exclusivity is important.
Therefore, evolving an integrated ecological structure that would
re-define urban landscapes is our key mission.

Being on the waterfronts and bathing in
the sheer beauty and vast expanse of
openness extending up to the horizon, in
dense city landscapes, is truly liberating.
But, increasing attempts to colonize these
common assets for private and exclusive
consumption is steadfastly eroding larger
public interest and undermining
ecological and environmental interests
too—all this besides capturing the very
experiences of this openness and natural
beauty for few.

Integrating wetlands in 
Mumbai.

Under such city conditions, the need for developing an intimate and
intrinsic relationship between people, ecology and city building—
broadly termed as ecology of cities—becomes enormously
complicated. Also, it is hard to achieve this important relationship
due to ruling socio-political interests that are governed by short-term
financial interests of dominant groups.

Tragically, in most instances the
assessment and measure of a city’s
development and prosperity are
based on the extent to which
reproduction and turnover of capitals
are achieved.

While this may be necessary, it is deplorable to pursue the same in-
spite of larger sections of people being marginalized from the
benefits of development as well as the continuing destruction of
finely balanced, interconnected ecological cycles. A balance between
these two aspects—financial prosperity and economic growth; along
with programs that rebuild, harness and promote interconnectivity of
the vast environmental and ecological assets—is daunting,
particularly for many of us who are demanding a paradigm shift in the
imaginations of an integrated and inclusive ecology of cities.

Build more syndrome in Mumbai. Photo: David Maddox



A fine example of such an effort in the achievement of a new ecology of cities imagination is
the ‘Rebuild by Design‘ competition and its resulting projects that have been launched for
implementation of waterfronts barriers in certain cities in the US by the Obama government.
Even though the process does not sufficiently suggest ways of integrating the waterfronts with
the city’s inner areas and neighborhoods, plans for building with nature are indeed
commendable. The fact that these ideas can be furthered as models for planning cities and
defining urban development is particularly noteworthy. It opens new avenues of thinking about
physical planning of cities and conceptions about our built and natural environments.

These US examples are distinctly different from the hugely popular Barcelona-like waterfronts
that are being pursued in many cities. The Barcelona waterfronts are places of high
consumption and business turnover. This is a successful model of capturing natural areas for
furthering market interest. Shopping malls, restaurants, cinema halls, aquariums etc. dominate
the waterfronts, including building into the waters by landfilling. A few promenades are
provided for leisure and walks in the backyards of these enormous building structures. The
waterfronts are not realized from within the buildings that are contained spaces for
transactions.

Real estate development as engines of capital reproduction and financial turnover has
dominated city waterfronts across the world. As a result, vast stretches of vantage waterfronts
have been developed as high cost private enclaves leaving out smaller less attractive parts for
public access, as concessional spaces. Along with such developments, natural coastal
conditions have been substantially destroyed, thus severing the ecological life cycles, including
production and reproduction of flora, fauna and other aquatic life that thrive along these
edges. That these natural conditions too stand as effective barriers against the vagaries of
winds and floods were ignored in such instances. To conserve natural assets and protect the
coastal edges is challenging as we squabble to capture them in the present urban development
endeavors that are ridden with a build-more syndrome.

It is therefore important to not only rebuild with nature along coastal edges, but also develop
streams of natural corridors across neighborhoods and cities in order to re-establish the
symbiotic relationship between nature, people and habitation. These streams of corridors
consisting of watercourses, forests of trees, wetlands, mudflats and others would inevitably be
rich sites of intense participation and social engagement, thus nurturing and enriching
community life and networks. Waterfronts cannot be sustained as isolated or segregated edges
from rest of the city. They have to be considered as a thread of a larger ecological structure
interwoven with other natural conditions, along with addressing various human needs in the
city.

Waterfronts must also be realized and developed as a part of public open spaces plans and
firmly placed in public realm. Active engagement of public on the waterfronts will ensure
public vigilance and its protection from abuse and misuse. This will not only ensure the
democratization of the waterfronts and public spaces, but also lead to the achievement of a

sustainable and resilient ecology of cities. Waterfronts development is an opportunity and
means for achieving these objectives.

http://www.rebuildbydesign.org/


Streams of corridors consisting of watercourses, forests of trees, wetlands, mudflats and others 
would inevitably be rich sites of intense participation and social engagement, thus nurturing and 
enriching community life and networks. Waterfronts cannot be sustained as isolated or segregated 

edges from rest of the city. Credit: Master Plan prepared by P K Das & Associates for the town of 
Pimpri Chinchwad in Maharashtra, India

Waterfront networking in Mumbai. Waterfronts cannot be sustained as isolated or segregated 
edges from rest of the city. Credit: extract from Open Mumbai Plan prepared by P K Das & 
Associates for the city of Mumbai.
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41% of the total land area in the densely built city of Mumbai must be 

reserved as open spaces. A change in the mindset, along with not 

so radical changes in the development plan, can make this city very 

eco sensitive and a sustainable urbanized centre to live in. 

We feel the need to prepare development plans with open spaces 

expansion being the basis of planning for Indian cities and towns 

because of worsening conditions of our urban life. Deteriorating 

quality of life, growth of informal sector, degradation and deprivation 

of open spaces, destruction of the environment and the abuse of 

the ecological assets including water bodies have rendered our 

cities into a regrettable state. Also the high cost of urban 

transportation, lack of housing for a majority of the people, 

inadequate and costly amenities, fragile services, overwhelming real 

estate thrust, colonization of land and arbitrary decisions in urban 

development make our cities an arduous place to live in. Our 

attempts at city development are tragically fragmented, disparate, 

contradictory and almost always reactionary. Anarchic growth marks 

the character of most Indian towns and cities. 

In response to crises and adversities, the government and 

development agencies have only looked at ways to exploit the real 

estate potential of the city. Real estate turnover, in fact has been the 

single largest thrust of our cities' development even at the cost of 

social amenities, basic infrastructure appraisal and loss of open 

spaces. Our cities are controlled by a real estate agenda and 

arbitrary changes in land use and development control regulations 

which work against public good. 

As towns expand, their open spaces are shrinking. The democratic 

'space' that ensures accountability and enables dissent is also 

shrinking. Over the years, open spaces become 'leftovers' or 

residual spaces after construction potential has been exploited. 

Hence we need plans that redefine the 'notion' of open spaces to 

go beyond gardens and recreational grounds -- to include the vast, 

diverse natural assets of our cities, including rivers, creeks, lakes, 

ponds, exhausted quarries, mangroves, wetlands, beaches and the 

seafronts. Plans that aim to create non-barricaded, non-exclusive, 

non-elitist spaces that provide access to all citizens. Plans that 

ensure open spaces are not only available but are geographically 

and culturally integral to neighbourhoods and a participatory 

community life. Plans that redefine land use and development, 
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placing people and community life at the centre of planning - not 

merely real estate and construction potential. 

The objectives for any city should be to expand its open spaces by 

identifying its natural assets, preserving them and designing them to 

turn into public spaces for recreation. The aim should be to expand 

and network public open spaces, conserve natural assets & protect 

eco-sensitive borders, prepare a comprehensive waterfronts/natural 

assets plan, establish walking and cycling tracks to induce health 

enhancing behavior while promoting energy efficient transport and 

promote social, cultural and recreational opportunities. 

Also, interaction in public spaces is an old tradition and needs to be 

policy of contemporary cities. A good city should have a good 

community life. Urbanized centers world over have a tendency to 

create individual spaces and gated communities which result in 

aloofness, loneliness and depressed lifestyles. Sense of community 

fades and individualism takes over. According to urbanologist Jan 

Gehl when the city whole heartedly invites to walk, stand and sit in 

the city's common space a new urban pattern emerges: more 

people walk and stay in the city. We need to design cities as 

meeting places - for small events and larger perspectives. City 

designers need to set the stage for necessary activities like walking, 

optional activities like enjoying a view and social activities like 

tempting public interaction. Public institutions tempt public 

interaction and greatly enhance and consolidate social, cultural and 

community aspirations. Historically public institutions like libraries, 

cultural centers, theatres, planned squares and chowks, etc have led 

to significant movements, demonstrations and alternate thinking. For 

now and for the future it is necessary to establish public institutions 

to contribute and enrich the life of all the people in the city and 

facilitate growth of public engagement and knowledge for human 

development. By building public spaces we weave psychological 

and intellectual growth into a comprehensive physical plan while 

bringing substance to the notion of public realm. 

Open Mumbai 

The 'Open Mumbai' plan takes into consideration the various 

reservations in the existing development plan of the city. The 

recreation grounds, playgrounds, gardens, parks, rivers, nullahs, hills 

are already marked in the development plan; we are recognizing 

them and linking them with marginal open spaces and pavements 

along roads. No radical land use changes are proposed, except to 

limit further conversion of natural assets to buildable land. Such 

measures would make implementation simpler and successful.The 

various reservations are most often segregated and individual and 

so we are bringing them together to create a larger network of 

public spaces. 

For example, we are maintaining the land along the mangroves as 

eco sensitive border but integrating it in the urbanized area with the 

concept of promenades and cycling tracks and thus merging it with 

the idea of open spaces, to experience them as a part of the public 

realm. This will also contribute to enormous recreational activity as 

citizens can walk, cycle along the marshy bushes and also learn 

about the ecosystem. Children too will get a chance to play in 

natural, open to sky surroundings instead of just visiting artificial 

atriums created in malls - the notion of contemporary public spaces 
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today. Thus the idea of creating green spaces is not just designated 

to the building of cute and fancy parks and gardens but creating a 

network of open spaces, open and clear forever for all the citizens 

equally. 

'Open Mumbai' Plan objectives and elements (Open Mumbai Map) 

Maps are an insight into a nation's progress. Not maps that define 

national boundaries, but maps that define cities and 

neighbourhoods. Maps that reveal the resources we have and how 

we share them. And the resources we may have lost. Open spaces, 

water bodies, vegetation, wildlife. Maps that make us vigilant and 

protective. Ours is a voluntary effort that has helped create a basis 

for the 'Open Mumbai' vision plan. An even more concerted effort 

by government is needed to continually map the city in extensive 

detail. . .if we are to build a more equitable city for its citizens. 

Objectives: 

• Expand and network public open spaces

• Conserve natural assets & protect eco-sensitive borders

• Prepare a comprehensive waterfronts plan

■ Establish walking and cycling tracks

• Promote social, cultural and recreational opportunities 

• Evolve and facilitate participatory governance practices

• Democratise public spaces

• Undertake necessary amendments in the DP and DCR

'Open Mumbai' Plan Elements: 

• Vast Seafronts

■ Beaches

■ From Rivers To Nullah's To Rivers Again

■ Creeks and Mangroves

■ Wetlands Conservation

• Lakes Ponds and Tanks

• Integration Of Nullah's 

■ Parks and Gardens 

• Plots and layout RG's

■ Historic forts and Precincts

■ Hills and forests

■ City Forests

■ 'Open' people-friendly Railway Stations

■ Area Networking

MAPPING OF OPEN SPACES 

M\IMll,\I',� OPl-.r,, $P�\LE""i \IAf 

___ ,,....,..,. ......... ·--,-.-... 

_.,.,.. ...... _ 
�-.. ·•-1"4 

....... ..,, .... _ ..... , ..

, ... _.. .. ,. __
...._ .... __
_ ...__.,_,. 

§�7: ..... 

-

--·---

-

, __ 

,� 

__ ,, .. __ .,_"'"_, __ ..,, ..... 
= "'=!.=.:r�--::;...-;;:...'"tr.� 
-----..... ------

�.:;g}fS:-=--=�;;;�
����§1;;�_:-t=� 
::..:::::.:=�.:--.::.:.::.. r::: 

-·-· , .. _,, __ .. __
----·------·---
-------- ---

The Way Forward: Summary 

https://www.thenatureofcities.com/2013/08/18/open-mumbai-re-envisioni ng-the-city-and-its-open-spaces/ 3/18 



Open Mumbai: Re-envisioning the City and Its Open Spaces - The Nature of Cities 

■ Reserve open space around or adjoining the various natural assets and 

define boundaries of various elements like seafronts, beaches, rivers, 

creeks and mangroves, wetlands, lakes, ponds, tanks, nullahs, parks and

gardens, plots and layout recreational grounds, historic forts and precincts,

hills and forests, city forests which will help in creating buffer zones in 

order to arrest the continuing abuse of these assets. 

■ Earmark spaces that would enable the networking of the various

categories of open spaces. These networks may take the form of avenues,

'squares', plaza's, walking and cycling tracks, landscapes, reserved as

'Open Networks'.

■ Reserve spaces adjoining markets and public buildings as 'Open Spaces'.

■ Reserve spaces adjoining railway stations and other public transportation

hubs as 'Open Spaces' and reserve the precincts as special planning areas.

■ Reserve all waterfronts as open spaces.

■ Demarcate the various beaches as reserved 'Open and Conservation

Precincts'.

• Demarcate and reserve 6m open space on both sides of the nullahs and 

develop them as public open space while also providing access for the 

maintenance of the nullah. 

• Identification and demarcation of NDZ land to be reserved as compulsory 

open spaces, marked as 'Open NDZ'

• Distinguish hills and forests from all other open spaces reservation. 

• Limit building/civil construction to public conveniences like toilets, drinking

water fountains & assistance booths in all accessible spaces.

• Permit landscape development to only include promenades, plantations,

paving, walkways, seating, lighting, signage, drainage, boardwalks,

cantilever decks, railings, steps, plaza's, open-air performing spaces and

edge retaining walls along the natural assets.

• Make necessary modifications to ensure that Recreational Grounds (RGs)

are effective open spaces for recreation and not fragmented, misused and

built upon at anytime. Also, layout RGs be notified as Designated Protected

reservations.

• It is the State government and the Municipal Corporation who have to 

initiate the planning and development of public open spaces. Therefore,

public participation and dialogue on issues relating to public open spaces

becomes necessary.

Vast seafronts: 0.95 sq km 

With 149 kms of coastline and seven interconnected islands, 

Mumbai is a city on the sea. A city with few parallels in the world. Yet 

how much of this coastline is respected, preserved and used as 

planned public space? The promenades at Carter Road and 

Bandstand in Bandra demonstrate how neighbourhood 

initiatives, 'inclusive' non-elitist planning and government and 

private support can transform our seafronts meaningfully. 

Mumbai has a whole series of once iconic waterfronts that have the 

potential of becoming vibrant, open public spaces, providing access 

to all sections of society. 
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Beach conservation and nourishment: 16 km in length 

With 16 kilometers of beaches, Mumbai should have an abundance 

of public open spaces and opportunities to enjoy the Arabian 

Sea. Unfortunately, our beaches are shrinking due to unbridled 

construction along the coast and consequent ecological 

damage. Some of the damage can be reversed by a beach 

conservation and nourishment programme similar to the one 

undertaken in Tel Aviv, Israel. On a modest scale, this is being 

attempted at Dadar Prabhadevi with encouraging results that can be 

replicated at other beaches in the city. As the beach 'regenerates', 

an inevitable corollary is neighbourhood pride that ensures ongoing 

conservation. 
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BEACH CONSERVATION AND NOURISHMENT 

From rivers to 'Nullahs' to rivers again: 81.4 kms in length - both 

banks 

Did you know that Mumbai has four rivers? Mithi, Oshiwara, Dahisar 

and Poisar, together 40.7 kms long? Almost invisible to the city's 

population, these rivers are waiting to be 'discovered', protected 

and their shores revitalised as open public spaces. Mumbai's 

riverfronts can yield 81.4 km of walking and cycling pathways. They 

are the 'veins' that can be networked with other public 

spaces, creating a veritable 'tree of life' for the city. 
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F. OM·RIVERS•TO' UII.LAHS' TO RIVERS AGAIN

MITHlltlVER 

Creeks and mangroves: 34 km 

Mumbai is one of the few cities in the world where over 70 sq km of 

creeks and mangroves coexist with the city's land mass. A proven 

natural barrier against high tides, cyclonic winds and coastal 

erosion, their environs also represent unused potential for the 

development of ecologically-sensitive public open spaces. The city 

stands to gain approximately 33 km of boardwalks and promenades 

in the process. By creating these spaces alongside ecologically rich 

creeks and mangroves, we open them to public vigilance and 

therefore greater protection too. 
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Wetland conservation: 10 km 

Every year, hundreds of flamingoes temporarily migrate to Mumbai, 

drawn to our urban wetlands. A part of nature's bio-engineering, 

wetlands protect our coastlines, check soil erosion, keep floods at 

bay and breed precious marine life. We can integrate our wetlands 

by creating boardwalks, promenades and gardens along their 

edges. Let us protect and enjoy our rich natural treasures, instead of 

building upon them. 
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SEWIH WEl'I.ANDS 

Lakes, ponds and tanks: 2.4 km 

Compared with our attitude to other natural resources, Mumbai has 

recognised the importance of its lakes, be it Vihar, Tulsi or even 

Powai. Our ponds and tanks, however, are an altogether different 

matter. Instead of losing our once-pristine ponds and tanks to 

pollution, waste disposal and development, we need to work 

towards their conservation, so that we can enjoy them. Instead of 

barricading them, let us network our lakes, along with our ponds 

and tanks, with other neighborhood open spaces so they become 

an organic part of the city. 
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IIANDIALAKI 

Integration of 'Nullahs': 96 kms 

Mumbai has 16 planned nullahs covering a length of 48 

kms. Designed to be storm water drains meant to protect the city 

from flooding, these nullahs are misused as dumping grounds for 

sewage. Let us protect these vital lifelines from abuse and keep 

them clean. Let us integrate these spaces into our neighborhoods, 

create walking and cycling tracks and plantations along their sides. 
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Playgrounds, parks and gardens: 13.37 sq km 

London has 31.68 square meters of open space per person. New 

York has 26.4 square meters. In comparison, Mumbai has just 1.58 

square meters of open space per person. Under current 

development policies, this will further reduce to 0.87 square meters 

per person. Mumbai's Development Plan (DP) provides 2053 

playgrounds and gardens covering 18.98 square km. Of this, 5.3 

square km have already been encroached upon. 

The city urgently needs to safeguard and expand its green space 

through gardens and parks that provide opportunities for enriching 

community life and expand open spaces. We need to turn all the 

marginal open spaces along nullahs, roads, transportation links, 

public buildings and our vast natural assets into welcoming gardens 

and parks. 

Plots and layout Recreational Grounds: 23.15 sq km 

In an effort to maintain our green cover, development regulations 

stipulate that a certain portion of all plot and layout development 

have to be reserved for Recreational Grounds (RGs). Despite these 

guidelines, there are no official records or audits that ensure 

compliance by builders with these regulations. This invariably leaves 

these spaces open for misuse through further construction, which 

further depletes our open spaces. 
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Let us ensure that the roughly 23.15 sq km of open spaces 

earmarked for Recreational Grounds, which constitute 10.49% of 

Mumbai's 'developable' land area, is opened up for public 

use, instead of being misused. 

Historic forts and precincts: 0.083 sq km 

Mumbai has a rich martial heritage that includes six forts, designated 

as 'protected' areas but in practice entirely neglected. The 

transformation of the once derelict Sandra Fort into a cultural hub 

that dominates the urban landscape, proves that all it takes to 

restore our imposing forts is determined, concerted effort. Mumbai's 

ancient forts represent important landmarks in the city's 

history. Developing them into meaningful public open spaces as 

neighbourhood initiatives, supported by government, can ensure 

greater vigilance and protection of these sites. 

Bandra Fort 

In a city where land costs are among the highest on earth, there 

actually exists something even more precious - small urban 

'forests'. The verdant BPT Gardens in Colaba, the green cover 

around Juhu's lrla nullah (created by an enlightened former

municipal commissioner), and the hidden gem that was born on a 

dumping ground, the Ma him Nature Park, are only a fraction of the 

potential that exists. 

Instead of cutting down trees and small urban 'forests' in the name 

of development, let us create new 'forests' as part of developmental 

projects, by adding buffer zones along and around creeks.water 

bodies and coastline edges. Let us create landscapes that are 

contiguous, enabling networking of open spaces and inter-weaving 

of neighbourhoods. 
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Development control regulations for hills: 64.31 sq km 

• Restoration of the hills damaged by quarrying and re-forestation. 

• Protect the National park by defining its borders with walking and cycling 

tracks, along with necessary resting places. 

• These hills and forests should further be declared as 'Conservation Areas'

to ensure their safekeeping.

Name, Location, Total Area (square meters) 

• Mandala Hill, Chembur 6,333,524.54 
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• Gilbert Hill, Andheri 6,195.11 

• Sanjay Gandhi National Park, Borivali 46,685,597.10 

• Aarey Milk Colony, Goregaon 11,230,000.00 

• Total: 64.31 square km 

Open peopl-friendly railway stations: 0.06 sq km 

Trains are the lifeline of Mumbai. Almost 7 million Mumbaikars use 

them every day to travel to work. Our city has 51 stations, covering 

155 acres. Yet, crowds, congestion and chaos are the words that 

come to mind when we think about the hubs that link our trains -

the railway stations. 

A simple act of building 'Roof Plazas' at railway stations, with 

multiple connectivity to neighbourhoods and their surrounding 

streets, could ease some of this congestion, and greatly improve the 

quality of travel. With extensive landscaping and public facilities, 

these Roof Plazas would not only provide substantial open space, 

but also enable easy access to and from platforms, help commuter 

dispersal and contribute substantially 

Roads and pedestrian avenues 

In our Open Mumbai Plan, we propose comprehensive planning of 

roads having dedicated and segregated steady lanes to allow the 

flow of traffic and efficient mobility by various modes of transport 
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including walking and cycling. These roads would then form 

an integral part of the open space networks throughout the city. 

In this plan, many of the arterial roads are redesigned as one-way 

roads with additional lanes along with adequate space for walking 

and dedicated cycling tracks. Wider one-way roads will facilitate 

faster movement of traffic thereby de-congesting the roads. Arterial 

roads that are parallel with each other would be interconnected 

laterally to form rings for easy access and dispersal. This road 

pattern is illustrated in the case of DN Road in the fort area. In our 

plan certain other roads are re-oriented largely for pedestrian 

movement and cycling along with motorable service lanes in cases 

where the buildings have no other access road. The road from 

Churchgate to Flora Fountain and Horniman Circle is an example of 

such conversion. Many neighborhood roads throughout the city can 

be similarly altered. 

DN road after designing 

Mumbai, like any other global city, is an amalgamation of a diverse 

set of neighborhoods, each with distinct identities, opportunities, 

strengths and weaknesses. Neighborhood planning which focuses 

on individual neighborhoods, without losing sight of the city at a 

macro level, empowers local residents and leads to quicker 

development, as seen in the case of 'Vision Juhu'. 

The aim? To develop contiguous open spaces by interconnecting 

various areas open to the public. A 'Green Spine' that nourishes 

community life, neighbourhood engagement and public 

participation. 
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Conclusion 

These plans and proposals are essentially rooted in ideas of 

conservation, restoration, recycling, re-planning and re-structuring 

existing realities and their spatial transformation. Rather than mega 

projects with large-scale displacements and enormous revenue 

burdens, this approach is based on more pragmatic and people

oriented alternatives. 

Firstly, we believe that all re-developments should recognise and 

respect existing realities as part of the planning and urban 

development process. Public open spaces as the basis of planning 

are an effective means to achieve these objectives. Such an 

approach engages citizens, leads to better quality life and ensures a 

more 'democratic', more equitable city. 

By achieving intensive levels of citizens' participation we wish to 

engage and influence governments to devise comprehensive plans 

for public spaces and re-envisioning the city with open spaces being 

the basis for planning including the vast natural assets of the city. 

P.K. Das 

Mumbai 

On The Nature of Cities 
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and dysfunctional urban landscapes. But 

under the prevailing trend of 

urbanization that is pursued by 

government with its thrust on 

privatization of common assets and 

development works, the agents of 

change relentlessly devise new ways of 

damaging and breaking down the 

landscape into disparate and often 

conflicting fragments to achieve 

business turnover and profit. My view is 

that our counter struggles to repair & 

unify our fragmented and disfunctional 

urban landscapes will succeed only 

when they are turned into significant 

political movements. 

Citizen activism hits 

Mumbai's waterfront 
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Citizen activism and public action is influencing decisions 

government take. 

Our mission to re-connect the broken 

urban landscape must not be given up, 

in spite of the many despair and 
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frustration that we face. Our undeterred 

commitment towards building 

sustainable cities compels us to keep 

raising these concerns, in opposition to 

the mighty forces that are causing 

enormous damage to natural assets 

under the guise of enabling 

developmental work for prosperity. But 

prosperity, as we know, privileges fewer 

and fewer people while marginalizing 

the vast majority. In this process, more 

and more people are alienated from 

participating in decisions that impact the 

nature of their cities and its future, 

thereby weakening the alternate political 

movements and popularization of 

sustainability politics. 

Biogs such as those on The Nature of 

Cities are contributing significantly 

towards this task through cross

fertilization of ideas and experiences, 

thereby bringing closer the forces that 

are challenging the trend of exclusivity in 

urban development plans and causing 

harm to natural assets and their 

commodification for profit; world over. 

Natural Areas are regularly vandalized by private 

developers and land sharks. 

Fragmented landscape 

Fragmentation is evident in the current 
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Seventy km seafronts in Mumbai are turned into backyards 

of neglect and abuse. Photo: PK Das & Associates 

state of natural areas, in particular, 

across Indian cities. These areas are 

subject to continuous abuse and misuse, 

including indiscriminate dumping of 

waste and landfilling in order to promote 

various projects. Natural areas are split 

into disparate parcels and the symbiotic 

relationships that exist between them 

are severed with damaging and often 

irreversible consequences. 

Similarly, in the process of building and 

expanding cities, urban spaces too are 

increasingly fragmented and segregated 

into exclusive gated and ghettoized 

colonies. As evident, urban spaces have 

achieved various overtones on the basis 

of race, gender, class, community, 

religion and other forms of 

discrimination. 

The current trend of urbanization is 

producing more backyards of 

segregation, neglect and abuse of 

people and places. Urban landscapes 

stand increasingly divided. This dual 

situation of ravaged and disparate 

natural conditions and divided urban 

spaces have led to deep cuts and 

fissures across urban landscapes that 

now characterize urban ecology. In such 

a situation of fractured urban landscape, 

achievement of sustainable cities 

becomes our primary objective in the 
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Seafronts in Mumbai are turned into backyards of neglect 

and abuse. Photo: PK Das & Associates 

planning and design of cities. 

Mapping and open data 

It is with an idea of achieving unification 

and sustainability of urban landscapes 

that Open Mumbai plan was prepared, 

beginning with mapping Mumbai's 

landscape. A sustained campaign 

around the data obtained from mapping 

and the Open Mumbai Plan has 

succeeded in many ways. The current 

draft Development Plan-2034 for 

Mumbai has, for the first time, 

recognized the natural areas covering a 

vast stretch of over 160 km2
, which 

constitutes 30 percent of the area of the 

city, by reserving them as "NA'', -

previously these areas were designated 

as No Development Zones (NDZ) along 

with other developable land reserved for 

future growth demand. 
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Public spaces developed along Ir/a Nullah in Juhu, Mumbai. 

Photo: PK Das & Associates 
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Public spaces developed along Ir/a Nullah in Juhu, Mumbai. 

Seventy km seafronts in Mumbai are turned into backyards 

of neglect and abuse. 

That these natural areas are now 

integrated into the overall idea of open 

spaces for the city, as proposed in the 

Plan, has been recognized too with a 

number of planning recommendations. 

For example, the plan includes 

boardwalks along the edges of 

mangroves and wetlands and open 

space reservations on both sides of over 

300kms of watercourses (restored 

"nullahs" or drains of sewage and solid 

waste). Hopefully, this designation for 

the nullahs will stop the watercourses 

from being treated as dumping grounds 

and the water treated of the filth and 

stink. More importantly, placing the 

natural areas in the public spaces 
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domain will, slowly but surely, lead to 

people realizing the significance of 

these assets in their daily life 

experiences in their own neighborhoods 

and the city. Such an outcome is already 

evident in the ongoing "Reclaiming lrla 

Nullah" project in the Juhu 

neighborhood of Mumbai. Local area 

citizens' organizations have launched a 

significant project of cleaning the nullah 

water, developing landscaped walking 

and cycling tracks on both sides and 

connecting and developing adjoining 

gardens and open spaces into an 

expanding network of public spaces. 

In order to intervene with an objective of 

achieving unification of the divided 

urban landscape, mapping would be a 

good start. The process of mapping is an 

effective means for mobilizing 

participation. Promoting open data and 

organizing public dialogue are key 

tenets of democracy. Mapping is a 

significant political act as it opens new 

doors to socio-political understanding 

and valuation of the various resources

natural and man-made-while exposing 

and challenging the deep nexus 

between the various adverse forces that 

has over the years severed the various 

links and relationships. 

A collective mapping process is also 

necessary in order to challenge the 

information and data that is meted out 

regularly by governments and their 

various agencies, which as we know, in 

many instances is propagandist and not 

necessarily in the wider public interest. 

The illegally land-filled mangrove and 

wetland areas manipulated for 

construction of various infrastructure 

and amenity projects or the case of 

saltpan areas being reserved for 
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affordable housing, are two such 

examples. 
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Governments too legitimized encroachment and destruction 

of natural areas. 

Urban planning and design 

For me, it is urban planning and design 

that provides incredible power for the 

achievement of the objective of 

unification of people, places and nature. 

It is for this reason I have been arguing 

that participation in urban planning and 

design need to be considered a right, 

and that popularization and 

democratization of the same is, itself, an 

important step. We can plan cities taking 

into account existing land occupation 

patterns, particularly slums and informal 

sectors, rather than cause 

displacements due to the imposition of 

land use plans that are based on 

skewed planning standards and vested 

political interests. We must re-envision 

our cities on the basis of unification of 

the disparate parts. Achieving contiguity 
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through un-barricaded spaces will 

enable the building of self-supporting 

structures of harmony and resilience. 

Natural areas and assets must form an 

integral aspect of city planning and 

design programs in which people are 

considered as custodians. 

Protracted struggles 

Organization of movements concerning 

planning and design matters has not 

evolved adequately to influence change 

towards unification of the fragmented 

landscapes and the achievement of 

sustainable urban ecology. Planning and 

design knowledge is considered to be 

technical and the domain of qualified 

architects and planners. This exclusivity 

of knowledge coupled with the distance 

that the fraternity of architects and 

planners have maintained from people 

and their struggles, is making this task 

even more difficult. Such separation has 

also not let the fraternity think of new 

ideas in theory and practice for 

understanding the enormous potential 

that planning and design exercises have 

in mobilizing people to participate and 

through that, popularize knowledge. As 

a result, governments and politicians too 

have kept them at a distance, resulting 

in cities and towns in India, in particular, 

experiencing anarchic growth without 

planning. Politicians and bureaucrats 

frame policies with total indifference to 

their adverse impact on built form and 

environment. 

It is hard to get professionals to step out 

to public space to discuss alternate 

planning and design possibilities. 

Politicians and community leaders then 

get on to promote their own options, but 

limited to short-term interest and 

solutions. Moreover, such proposals, 
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even though prepared in many instances 

with best intentions, are conceived 

without any holistic or comprehensive 

vision. Developmental works are often 

undertaken with knee jerk reaction to 

crisis, floods being an example. Or they 

are reduced to beautification work-

landscaping traffic islands etc. In most 

such situations neither elected 

representatives nor the community 

leaders involve professionals. 

Professionals too do not come forward 

to participate. As a result, planning and 

design of neighborhoods and the city 

are given a go. This is why professionals 

must intervene and volunteer to enrich 

citizens' movements, while learning from 

them too. 

Popularisation 

Popularisation of ideas and knowledge 

is a big and complex process since they 

are rooted in social and political 

ideologies and objectives. As we 

experience, participation is based on 

race, gender, religion, faith, and class 

prejudice and relationships. Similarly, 

production of data too is rooted in these 

various forms of social division. Plans 

and proposals that are mooted by 

Governments reflect the preferences of 

the dominant group. Public dialogue is 

invariably a dialogue of such groups. 

Law courts too have, in many instances, 

considered the views of the dominant 

groups as public opinion and have gone 

to the extent of ruling in their favor, 

thereby strengthening the hands of 

divisive trends and forces that deter 

unification and sustainability. Such 

political and social conditions pose 

significant challenges to progressive and 

liberal movements. Evolving effective 

strategy and tactics in the building of 

urban movements and the 
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democratization of urban ecology are 

significant challenges that we have to 

deal with constantly. 
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A popular poster Campaign for unifying the host of open 

spaces and natural areas in Juhu, Mumbai. Seventy km 

seafronts in Mumbai are turned into backyards of neglect 

and abuse. Credit: PK Das & Associates 

'f �.l!'f rr,j�o17. j

'1" (:I 
> (D

f{c saves 2 open 
plots signed off. 
by Mhada ex-VP 

Legislation 

Plot No.. 6 at Juno, one ot the two 
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Achieving sustainability through 

legislation is yet another important 

consideration in the strategy for winning 

our battle for unification of urban 
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ecology. This necessitates building close 

relationship with elected representatives 

and the government on all matters that 

affect our lives. This is not simple and 

straightforward. As we know, every 

elected representative has his or her 

preference rooted in the divided 

structure of social relations. After 

elections they do not necessarily 

continue to neither represent nor value 

the opinion of all, particularly that of the 

minority communities. Also, it is the call 

of the government in power and their 

political positions that influence 

legislation. 

Therefore, success or failure in the 

unification and achievement of 

sustainable ecology rests on alternate 

political ideology and the sustained 

power of the movements. 
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Various law courts have contributed significantly to the 

protection of natural areas and open spaces, supporting 

citizen's movements. 

Legal course/public interest litigation 

When popular movements demanding 

sustainability fail to convince 

governments and policy makers, then 

legal course for relief is an option. In 

Mumbai, significant public interest 
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litigations have influenced decisions 

leading to many victories. Successes in 

law courts have been possible due to, 

research, mapping and documentation 

undertaken by citizens and activists, of 

natural areas and putting forward 

comprehensive alternatives to 

government schemes. 

But, the legal process requires 

substantial patience, tenacity and 

endurance on the part of the petitioners. 

Also, a lot of money is required and the 

process is often not affordable for 

citizens and community organizations, 

making it difficult to seek justice through 

the courts. 

A political battle indeed 

Our struggle for unification of the broken 

pieces of urban ecology is indeed a 

political battle that has to be pursued 

through democratic struggles. Our ideas, 

research, data, studies, documentation 

towards this objective must be put to 

extensive public campaign for the 

achievement of a wider public 

participation and acceptance. It is public 

action that will deeply influence 

decisions that governments take. 

PK Das 

Mumbai 

On The Nature of Cities 
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   Chapter 50:   Recognition Defi cit and 
the Struggle for Unifying City 
Fragments 

                 Pranab Kishore     Das    

     Over the years, we have been deeply concerned about the abuse, misuse, and 
destruction of natural areas. We have been equally concerned about the sys-
tematic dismantling of the community and collective fabric. As a result, most 
cities across the world have been split into disparate and confl icting fragments. 

 Sadly, most governments and ruling elite continuously work towards dis-
mantling the fabric of unity, sustainability, and justice. Such eff orts are clearly 
refl ected in the various policies and programs that, in most instances, are 
undermining larger public interest by stifl ing people’s voices, their participa-
tion in decision-making, and active governance. 

 These governments and the ruling elite are driven by a host of selective and 
discriminatory recognition policies and programs. They are obsessed with rec-
ognition – or, more accurately, the lack thereof – for people and nature, inso-
far as they relate to building stronger market forces that dictate the terms of 
development and principles of governance. To challenge this dominant phe-
nomenon is a tough battle for those people who are committed to the many 
struggles for achievement of social and environmental equity and justice. 

 In Indian cities, for example, a majority of the people comprising the poor 
and lower-middle classes are constantly denied recognition on multiple 
grounds, to an extent that their right to live itself is often questioned. They are 
denied access to land, housing, food, water, sanitation, healthcare, education, 
and transport – to name just a few restrictions. It follows that today we fi nd 
high instances of social tension and violence between people and communi-
ties. Such social divides are seen and experienced on the basis of caste, creed, 
religion, gender, and other identities. Cities are increasingly divided on the 
basis of identity politics and their landscapes are reconfi gured in the form of 
distinct colonies of ghettoized affl  uence and abject deprivation. 

 This practice of selective recognition – and the government’s and ruling 
class’s mindset, which enables the practice – is also evident in matters relating 
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to natural areas and environmental conditions. The case of Mumbai is an 
extreme example of abuse, misuse, and destruction of the vast extent of natu-
ral areas and open spaces that constitute nearly 50 percent of the total area of 
the city. Successive governments have consciously avoided mapping and docu-
menting these areas. By leaving them out, government has allowed these areas 
to experience aggressive land filling and real estate development, as well as 
rampant destruction of the mangroves, wetlands, rivers, creeks, hills, and for-
ests, largely by unscrupulous builders and developers. Governments are active 
in proposing further construction in these areas.

Only after many citizens’ movements in Mumbai demanding recognition 
of these natural areas and their environmental conditions has the city govern-
ment begun documenting them for the first time in a development plan for the 
city. In fact, the first extensive mapping and comprehensive documentation of 
the natural areas of Mumbai, along with a clear action plan, was carried out by 
this author along with the Mumbai Waterfronts Center. A public exhibition 
which they held, titled “Open Mumbai,” exposed the lack of recognition of 
such vital assets and the rampant destruction of these areas, and, importantly, 
suggested a way forward.

The growing level of intolerance arising from and incited by such selective 
and discriminatory recognition phenomena is beginning to threaten the 
 stability of cities. Levels of intolerance are leading to a state of aggression and 
violence, expressed in relationships between people at individual and collec-
tive levels, as well as between people, nature, and the environment.

Further, recognition deficit is steadfastly eroding the idea of cities. A  constant 
state of denial of public interest in various aspects of life and environment by 
city authorities is alarming.

50.1 Unifying City Fragments
As an urban planner and architect, the pursuit to connect the disparate parts of 
our cities – people as well as landscapes – is my greatest challenge, fueling my 
everyday work and engagements. I firmly believe that architecture and urban 
design are incredible democratic tools of socio-environmental change and, 
therefore, must not be reduced to being merely “professions.”

Connecting people with urban planning and design exercises from the 
inception of preparing development programs is important. The implemen-
tation of city plans and programs with people’s participation is a significant 
instrument for mobilizing larger political struggles for equality and justice. It 
is public action alone that can deeply influence decisions governments take.
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In this sense, the key question before us addresses the lack of recognition 
of certain people, land, and resources. This inquiry must form the basis of our 
protracted struggles for evolving strategies and plans for the unification of our 
fragmented and divided cities. We will be surprised if we begin to prepare lists 
of the various denials that we accept and pursue, or of what we pretend not to 
see or recognize at individual and collective levels. Making these lists and crit-
ically reviewing them would help in liberating ourselves and our movements, 
thereby strengthening our influence on governments for the achievement 
of much needed socio-environmental justice. May we therefore consider the 
value of our work, engagements, and success be measuring the extent to which 
they contribute towards this goal: unifying disparate city fragments.
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Plan to place people first
Shyam Khandekar quizzes P.K.Das on his hopes to reclaim the city for its inhabitants 

Planning and 
design can 
be effective 
democratic tools 
of social change

While most architects call themselves 
Architect-Designer, you call yourself 
Architect Activist. Can you tell us 
why?
Today, planners and architects operate 
within a web of contradictions. Market 
driven city builders are increasingly obsessed 
with construction turnover; they consider 
designers as mere service providers. In 
turn, most designers express very little or 
no concern for larger socio-environmental 
causes. The prevailing context of exclusion and 
discrimination and the city’s fragmentation, 
along with environmental abuse, has to 
be radically altered to achieve social and 
environmental unification. These objectives 
must form the basis of urban planning and 
design programmes, leading to a paradigm shift 
in the idea of cities and their built forms and 
structures. This shift requires going beyond the 
obsession to view cities only through the lens 
of financial valuation and into an assessment of 
socio-political and environmental economy. 

Much of the time there is a barrier between 
the professional, who prepares the design and 
the plan, the agency involved in implementing it 
and the people whom it benefits. The people and 
their needs are seldom taken into account by the 
professional in the design prepared for projects 
of public interest. In Bandra however, a very 
different process emerged. An initial design I 
prepared was used to stimulate citizens’ interest. 
People then began to understand the different 
social dimensions of the project – the way it 
would change their lives – and wanted to get 
involved. Regular discussions gave the process 
momentum.

This process, whereby a design evolves as 
a result of people’s participation, is extremely 
important. It is also important for an architect to 
realise the significance of strengthening citizens’ 
movements and planning and design ideas and 
translating their needs and demands to forms of 
spaces and structures. The architect, therefore, 
needs to undertake a larger responsibility – to 
play the role of an activist and to relate design 
with larger and more important factors of 
social and political importance. Only then will 

What role do you envisage for Public 
Spaces and the Public Realm in our 
cities?
As cities expand, their open spaces shrink. The 
democratic ‘space’ that ensures accountability 
and enables dissent is also shrinking, very subtly 
but surely. Cities shrinking physical open spaces 
are of course the most visible manifestation 
as they directly and adversely affect our very 
quality of life. Open spaces must clearly be the 
foundation of city planning. An ‘Open Mumbai’ 
ensures our physical and democratic well-being. 
Unfortunately, over the years, open spaces 
have become ‘leftovers’ or residual spaces after 
construction potential has been exploited.

Through the ‘Open Mumbai’ plan, we 
hope to generate dialogue between people, 
government and professionals… and within 
movements working for social, cultural and 
environmental change. The plan redefines 
land use and development, placing people and 
community life at the centre of planning –– not 
real estate and construction potential.

A plan that redefines the ‘notion’ of open 
spaces to go beyond gardens and recreational 
grounds –– to include the vast, diverse natural 
assets of the city, including rivers, creeks, lakes, 
ponds, mangroves, wetlands, beaches and the 
incredible seafronts.

A plan that aims to create non-barricaded, 
non-exclusive, non-elitist spaces that 

the initial design ideas, possibly shaped by 
individual fancies and limited design objectives, 
take firm root in the social and cultural 
framework of popular demands. I subscribe to 
these thoughts and struggle all the time to define 
my work towards the achievement of this objective. 

Frankly, it is the press who appropriately 
refer to me as architect-activist. I believe 
architects should and ought to be activists if 
they understand the relevance of architecture 
to social, cultural and environmental ethos and 
the need for committing to bring about much 
needed social change. I find it strange that I 
have to clarify this when activism is a necessary 
tenet of architecture and architectural practice. 
As a matter of fact, those architects who don’t 
work as activists should be questioned instead 
for their irresponsibility. As architects we must 
mandatorily commit time and service towards 
projects of larger public interest and be active 
change makers.

provides access to all our citizens for leisure, 
relaxation, art and cultural life. A plan that 
ensures open space is available, which would 
be geographically and culturally integral to 
neighbourhoods and a participatory community 
life. A plan that we hope will be the beginning 
of a dialogue to create a truly representative 
‘Peoples’ Plan’ for the city. 

Mumbai is a unique city having a vast and 
diverse extent of rich natural assets, covering 
nearly 240 km2, or approximately 50% of the 
city’s total area. Sadly, over the years, we have 
not only turned our backs to these valuable 
natural areas but have continued to abuse them. 
Rampant destruction of these sensitive areas 
by land sharks and real-estate agencies has 
led to threatening environmental situations. 
Yet the development plan for the city does not 
document them in detail nor does it record 
their boundaries and areas. Through the ‘Open 
Mumbai’ plan, we have demonstrated how 
creating open spaces all along the natural areas 
would enable their integration with the city, put 
them to daily life experiences and ensure their 
protection through citizens’ vigilance. 

Your work involves the inclusion of all 
stake-holders in the design and use 
of the Public Realm. Which have been 
your biggest challenges?
All is not well as it seems. There are many 

Architects must 
commit time 
and service 
towards projects 
of larger public 
interest 
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critical questions that have arisen during 
the implementation of the Bandra and Juhu 
waterfront projects and in the movement for 
reclaiming open spaces for restoration and 
development of public-space in Mumbai. A 
number of matters that have emerged need 
to be challenged. Citizens’ Associations for 
this project and for other similar important 
projects in the city have been led primarily 
and predominantly by the elite, drawn largely 
from the middle and upper classes, along with 
a number of professionals representing similar 
class interest. This leadership believes that 
they represent what is best for the people. Such 
citizens’ associations always take an anti-labour 
and anti-poor position. They are clearly elitist, 
anti-democratic and anti-movement. These 
small, unrepresentative groups capture media 
attention; influence those in power in the 
government, thus continuing at the helm of 
public-sphere by a combination of such forces. 
Such groups gradually colonise space too and 
divide spaces on class-basis under the guise 
of beautification     programmes. Most often, 
beautification projects consider spaces as mere 
commodities. What is needed instead is putting 
people before commodities. This immediately 
gives the development human dimensions. 

However, in spite of the many contradictions 
and discrimination rooted in social, cultural, 
political, religious, caste and gender differences, 
it is necessary to spearhead movements and 
undertake specific plans and projects that are 
or have the potential of being effective means 
for the achievement of equality and justice 
across these multiple and complex barriers. 
It is only through collective endeavors and 
social movements that the differences can be 
discussed and got over or reduced. Open public 
dialogue and opportunity for all to participate 
are significant steps towards the deepening of 
democracy. Change does not occur overnight, 
it has to gradually evolve through various 
democratic means. This may be time consuming 
but is necessary. 

Will the shrinking Public Realm lead 
to shrinking tolerance in our urban 
society? 
Over the years, through various city 
development programmes, our cities are 
being driven by ideas of exclusivity. Cities are 
being divided, fragmented into disparate and 
conflicting parts. In this process, many areas 
and people are marginalised from the benefits 
of mainstream development. The excluded and 
marginalised areas and people are gradually 
considered as the backyards of the city and then 

Open spaces 
have become 
‘leftovers’ after 
construction 
potential has 
been exploited

subjected to neglect and abuse. While there is 
increase in social tensions, large areas of cities 
are neglected and turned into dumping grounds, 
both physically and metaphorically.

The impact of urban spaces on our lives is 
so enormous that it is necessary to focus on the 
planning and design undertaken by governments 
and various private agencies, planning that 
reshapes spaces continuously through time.  As 
a matter of fact, planning and design can be 
effective democratic tools of social change and 
therefore must be brought to public domain 
and popularised in order to free them from the 
shackles of manifold control and exclusivity. On 
the other hand, cities are built not merely with 
physical structures - buildings and infrastructure 
- but also with social and civic capital, for which
building inclusive cities is a priority. Sadly, the
two realms are polarised. Sophisticated policies
and programmes, often leading to unacceptable
and unsustainable growth with alarming
social and environmental consequences, are
continuously reinforcing barriers between
people and development decisions. This
phenomenon cannot be accepted, rather
challenged.
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PK Das tell us why it’s important for citizens to speak out and save the open spaces and water 
bodies in their city

Turning Backyards 
Into Proud Forecourts

Through this 
project we will 
demonstrate 
the need and 
importance of 
planning and 
developing 
neighbourhoods 
and their 
identity in this 
fast growing 
metropolis

Irla nullah InTegraTIon movemenT
In the year 2012, the citizens of Juhu along with 
this author launched a significant movement 
for the conservation and integration of 
over four kilometers of ‘Irla Nullah’ in their 
neighbourhood of Juhu, Mumbai. Municipal 
authorities wondered why this was of any 
importance. But the movement continued with 
determination, backed by substantive survey 
data and design details. Comprehensive plans 
and implementation programmes were drawn 
up through active citizen participation. Meetings 
were held in several public places and posters and 
a book, ‘Vision Juhu’, explaining this movement 
and the project were published. 
Our central objective by this movement was to 
bring Juhu together. Connecting and networking 
the various isolated, disparate and fragmented 
spaces and activities was a means to achieving 
this objective. These include the various open 
spaces, the Irla nullah itself, gardens, parks, 

playgrounds, public institutions like colleges, 
schools, training center’s, music, dance and art 
center’s, markets, health-care centers, etc. These 
connected spaces would also be networked with 
neighbourhood streets for further integration 
and accessibility. This effort would nourish 
community life, neighbourhood engagements and 
participation, truly symbolising our democratic 
aspirations.

As far as the funding of this project goes, 
the area citizens got incredible and unstinting 
support from Shri. Javed Akhtar, Member 
of Parliament. He is an eminent lyricist, 
social activist and a resident of Juhu. He has 
committed the entire money that he got under 
the MP Lad scheme (a scheme under which 
all parliamentarians get similar funds during 
their tenure to spend in their constituency), 
amounting to nearly three hundred million 
rupees. As per the MP Lad scheme conditions, the 
implementation of these works is carried out by 

A public campaign poster

designated governmental agencies. Thereby the 
entire process that includes planning, designing, 
fixing expenditures and implementation are 
transparent and in the public domain.

Through this plan, we will generate an active 
and pulsating system of public spaces that would 
form the heart of Juhu. This will also provide a 
distinct identity to our neighbourhood and all 
our people. Women, children, the old, the young, 
will all find an opportunity to walk, cycle, play 
interact and intermingle in these areas. Groups 

will have the opportunity to organise spontaneous 
and planned activities like meetings, music and 
dance programmes, art festivals, get-togethers, 
games for children, sports, literary activities, 
theatre and many such events. Colleges and 
schools in our area may organise events both for 
their students and for the neighbourhood.

On both sides of Irla nullah that runs for 
nearly four kilometers along the length of Juhu 
we will be able to walk and cycle. Keeping with 
the original idea of the Municipal Corporation 

Top: Irla nullah overview 
in Juhu.  Middle: 
Neglected and abused 
Condition before. 
Below: Visualisation 
post implementation of 
the project
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for building a ‘City Forest’ on land along the 
Irla nullah, we will grow forests in all these 
areas. ‘Walking, Cycling and a Forest’ is thus our 
metaphor for the integration and expansion of 
our social, cultural and political life in Juhu. This 
we believe will enormously enrich our lives and 
we will be proud of this space. 

Through this project we will demonstrate the 
need and importance of planning and developing 
neighbourhoods and their identity in this fast 
growing metropolis. We will also demonstrate 
the significance of preparing comprehensive 
area redevelopment plans as a way forward in 
the preparation of a dynamic city redevelopment 
plan. Planning for Mumbai would then be a 
bottom-up process with participation of all the 
people. Neighbourhood and area plans enable 
easy and effective participation. Ideas about 
democratisation of public spaces and planning 
are well reflected in this endeavour. Above all, 
this project is also about claiming a better quality 
of life, which all citizens deserve and aspire for 
themselves, their families and communities.

Subsequently, the ‘Open Mumbai’ exhibition: 
‘Expanding Public Spaces’, illustrated how 
significant the integration of these nullahs is to 
the development interests of the city at large. It 
also argued how necessary it is in the planning 
of the city to consider these backyards as 
significant public spaces, turning them into proud 
forecourts. 

DIvIDeD cITIes: PolarIsaTIon, 
InTolerance anD The backyarDs
Increased social discrimination and exclusion 
has led to deepening social fissures across city 
landscapes. Intolerance is today the hallmark of 
social and political condition. Increasing levels of 
tolerance and apathy to constant abuse, disrespect 
and the rapidly growing urban decay is fast eroding 
or dismantling the idea of cities. Such discord and 
disharmony is also evident in land-use and planning 
of cities. Spaces are increasingly being divided, 
colonised and barricaded in order to achieve 
exclusivity. Cities are being constantly divided.

 ‘Nullahs’ (a watercourse, riverbed, or ravine) 
as they are popularly known in India, are one 
example of such spaces of discontent. Nullahs 
connote filth, stink and a place for disposal of 
waste. In city planning too they are treated as 
being the backyards, sites to be kept away from. 
Similarly, many other areas like the natural 
areas or the places where working class people 
reside are neglected and treated as backyards of 
the city. Or we may say that there are few select 
areas that are accorded greater significance and 
given priority in development programmes. As 
a result, vast stretches of land and surrounding 
environment are ignored and left to deteriorate 

further. Moreover, as these spaces do not attract 
the attention of realty developers, in many 
instances the poor – in search of a roof over their 
heads – occupy them to build their makeshift 
homes. This phenomenon is most evident in 
Mumbai, though it is experienced in all cities 
across India, including metropolitan cities such as 
New Delhi, Chennai and Kolkata. 

In Mumbai, most of the over 300 kms-long 
nullahs were originally natural watercourses. 
These vital streams of watercourses have been 
turned into nullahs for disposal of waste, both 
officially and illegally. Solid as well as chemical and 
toxic waste is let out to these watercourses. Over the 
years, there is no knowledge in the public domain 
of them being rivers and natural watercourses that 
defined the landscape of this estuary. 

During the floods of 2005 that left the city 
paralysed for several days with huge losses of 
property and life, the city authorities woke up 
to realise how important it is to conserve these 
rivers and watercourses. Most people learnt for 
the first time that Mumbai has five rivers and 
several significant natural watercourses. But soon 
irresponsible city authorities and governments 
have forgotten these warnings. Dumping into 
these nullahs continues, while under the guise 
of development, the municipal corporation has 
gone ahead to build impervious concrete walls 
along their edges with massive expenditure, thus 
further severing the ecological and environmental 
values and relationships. Hordes of private 
builders and developers continue to landfill 
parts of these watercourses and wetlands, cut 
mangroves along their edges and even cover 
them with slabs to utilise the space above for real 
estate interest and short term profit, with the 
government’s sanction. 

cITy PlannIng anD DesIgn as effecTIve 
DemocraTIc Tools of socIal change
Mainstream planning and design ideas that 
predominantly reflect the political ideology 
and interest of the ruling class and their agents 
are often in conflict with larger development 
interests. This has been realised through 
many examples the world over, including in 
the historical cases of Haussmann’s plans for 
Paris and Moses’ plans for New York and the 
protests that followed in both cities. Plans for 
cities could be utilised for exactly the opposite 
objective: to achieve social integration by 
engaging communities as agents of change, as 
has been championed by Jane Jacob and others. 
In the context of rapid urbanisation, people’s 
movements in and across cities claiming ‘Urban 
Planning and Design Rights’ have therefore come 
to be essential.

I believe that Urban Planning and Design 

could we break 
away from large 
monolithic 
spaces and 
geometric 
structures into 
a fluid stream 
of linear open 
spaces?

Jan-Mar 2016 • MY LIVEABLE CITY | 57

should be considered a ‘right’ and brought to 
public dialogue. The democratisation of urban 
planning and design would be a significant 
step towards the achievement of just and equal 
cities. Exercising this right would be an effective 
means for bringing about much-needed socio-
environmental change.

It is heartening that people in different 
parts of the world are intervening in decisions 
that affect their lives and questioning the plans 
and projects that are being forced on them. 
Communities in different neighbourhoods and 
cities are demanding public discussion on matters 
relating to planning and design issues. 

From rights to concessions is yet another 
oppressive social and political trend that has 
come to prevail, particularly evident in the 
neo-liberalized world. Public freedom and rights 
over a wide array of issues that affect life in cities 
have been turned into matters of negotiation 
and concessions, leading to reduction in open 
spaces and opportunity for public participation. 
Land and development deals are led by private 
agencies bargaining for concessions in monies 
and goods rather than engaging in issues of basic 
rights. Only when there are uprisings will the 
governments begin to grant fringe or peripheral 
benefits to the public under the guise of public 
largesse, without altering the very foundations 
upon which colonisation, exclusivity and private 
empires are built across cities.

Increasing commodification of cities covering 
all aspects of life, under expanding markets, has 
engulfed basic social and human development 
needs and has substantially eroded fundamental 
rights of most people. Public spaces, particularly 
the open spaces are consumed as a commodity, 
as in many instances put to trading for furthering 
real estate interest or for facilitating vested 
interests desire for gaining land and property.

But people’s collective’s are intervening and 

participating in the development and governance 
of public spaces, as demonstrated in reclaiming 
Mumbai’s waterfronts movements led by various 
citizens groups. For management and governance 
of these waterfronts, a tri-partite between 
citizens, the government and private agencies 
has been established with residents’ associations 
being at the top of the pyramid. 

leT sTreams of oPen sPaces DefIne 
urban lanDscaPes
Can we re-envision our cities with a stream of 
linear open spaces, defining a new geography 
of cities? Could we break away from large 
monolithic spaces and geometric structures into 
a fluid stream of linear open spaces, meandering, 
modulating and negotiating varying city terrains, 
akin to rivers and watercourses? This way the 
new structure of open spaces would relate to 
and integrate with many more areas and people 
across neighbourhoods and the city. Through 
such an endeavor it would be possible to not only 
recognise the backyards but also integrate them 
with the city and turn then into important social 
and environmental forecourts.

Over the years, across cities, we have been 
planning and building parks and gardens and 
other public spaces as geometric blocks, that 
in most instances standout in sharp contrast 
to the neighbourhood character in which they 
are placed. Are decisions that impose such 
blocky parcels of land guided by the intention 
of promoting exclusive spaces, spaces that could 
be contained and controlled and access to it 
regulated? In most instances, these blocks are 
barricaded having little integration with the 
character of spaces and activities around them. 
In many urban situations such examples have 
also led to class and community polarisation, 
due to the very nature of its design and 

Irla nullah integration plan 
rendering



58 | MY LIVEABLE CITY • Jan-Mar 2016

URBAN BLUEPRINT> Mumbai

governance structure. Most public spaces today 
have significant socio-political colour that 
cannot be ignored or masked under the guise 
of city beautification programmes and limited 
environmental objectives. 

Today, we are confronted by many critical 
questions that need to be answered. Can public 
spaces in various forms be conceived to harness 
social and community relationships? Can 
they bring together the disparate fragments of 
spaces within cities, otherwise characterised by 
forced ghettoisation and gated communities? 
Can sensitive ecological assets that have been 
classified and colonised and or treated as 
backyards of development programmes be put 
to public domain and turned around as social 
and cultural forecourts? How can we alter the 
established blocks of barricaded spaces and 
structures into open and clear forever spaces for 
all? Can more people freely access and exercise 
control over common property, in order to 
democratise the ecology of cities? Alternately, can 
we work towards developing a linear structure of 
open spaces as an answer to many of the above 
issues while significantly altering the well-
established dogmatic order of public spaces in the 
planning and development of cities?

This may be a tall order, but worth pursuing 
as it is rooted in the idea of a new urban rights 
agenda: governance models that strive to achieve 
integration, equality and socio-environmental 
justice. In most instances, public spaces have 
been shrinking with city’s expansion. Open 
land including those reserved for gardens and 
playgrounds have been either converted by 
governments for building construction purposes 
or are being grabbed and developed for real estate 

projects, as seen and experienced in Mumbai and 
many other cities across India.

In such an event, a collective or community 
ownership of common spaces becomes crucial, 
also for maintaining a desirable balance between 
open spaces and built-up areas. It is in this 
regard that linear stream of open spaces achieves 
significance. This is not to say that larger parcels 
of land for open spaces are not necessary at all. 
The interesting possibilities of linear systems 
is that small residual or marginal spaces that 
are often ignored or neglected can be stitched 
together with other open spaces and natural areas 
into a larger democratic structure of open spaces. 
Such an approach would greatly strengthen our 
struggle for expanding open spaces in dense cities 
where open lands are in shortage. 

In terms of physical planning, our aim 
is to develop contiguous open spaces by 
interconnecting various facets of areas open to 
the public. This would produce a network of 
green and blue corridors throughout the city and 
its various localities, nourishing community life, 
neighbourhood engagements and participation. 
In the particular case of Irla nullah integration, 
the project includes the cleaning and treatment of 
the highly polluted waters by simple natural and 
biological processes.

Mumbai has evolved by itself and every area 
has typical challenges. Each neighbourhood has 
its own unique set of strengths, weaknesses and 
opportunities, best understood by the people who 
live and have an interest in it. Allowing citizens to 
utilise this awareness of their neighbourhood will 
result in a vision best suited to them and to this 
city. Neighbourhood planning keeping larger, city 
issues in mind is the way ahead. It will empower 
local residents and make them responsible for 
their area development. This will truly be our 
vision, our desired future for our surroundings 
and our city. 

neIghborhooD-baseD cITy DeveloPmenT
Considering neighbourhoods as the basis 
for organising movements for effective 
democratisation of urban planning and design is 
key. Such an approach facilitates local people’s 
active participation in matters concerning their 
area, which they know best, while influencing the 
city’s planning and development decisions. 

Through a neighbourhood-based development 
approach it would be possible to decentralise 
and localise projects and their designs, breaking 
away from mega monolithic planning and design 
ideas with enormous investments that impose 
unbearable burdens on the lives of most people. 
Neighbourhood based urban planning and design 
approaches would also facilitate closer interaction 
between people and their elected representatives. 
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Importantly, it creates a more collaborative 
approach to city and place making. The various 
‘reclaiming public spaces movements’ in Mumbai 
— the seafront development in Bandra, the Juhu 
beach redevelopment work and the ‘Juhu Vision’ 
plan with work along a watercourse, Irla Nullah as 
it is commonly called — have amply demonstrated 
the gains of the neighbourhood-based approach to 
city development. For citizens, these projects have 
allowed the immediate reclamation, redesign and 
re-programming of public space.

With public space being the main planning 
criteria, we hope to bring about a social change: 
promoting collective culture and rooting 
out alienation and a false sense of individual 
gratification promoted by the market. Our 
experience of neighbourhood actions in Mumbai 
has come to confirm that such initiatives can 
influence long-term change in ways cities 
development is understood. Interventions by 
citizens, as in Bandra, Juhu and other areas of 
Mumbai, would have never been anticipated by 
a ‘master plan’ for the city. By achieving intensive 
levels of citizens’ participation we wish to 
influence governments to devise comprehensive 
plans and integrate disparate developments. 

Let streams of linear 
spaces define our city’s 
landscape - Irla nullah in Juhu 
neighbourhood

The ‘open and clear forever’ public space policy 
will truly symbolise our democratic aspirations. 
This is a significant way to rebuild humane and 
environmentally sustainable cities.

TurnIng backyarDs InTo ProuD socIal 
anD envIronmenTal forecourT
In Mumbai, the ‘Mumbai Waterfronts Centre’ 
has made an attempt to re-envision the city by 
proposing such a linear public spaces structure, 
bringing together the vast extent of the natural 
assets and the available open spaces. An illustration 
of such an idea shows how a system of linear parks 
and other public spaces can radically alter the 
socio- environmental character of the city. More 
importantly, by this plan it is possible to mobilise 
people’s participation in the development and 
expansion of open spaces.

Integration and inclusiveness as two key 
components of the idea of ‘Just and Equal City’ 
have to be discussed and debated in the planning 
and implementation of these various projects. 
Those promoting the creation of ‘backyards’ 
of exclusion and discrimination, have to be 
challenged in order to develop livable cities of 
social and environmental justice, for all.  

Proposal by NEERI

by achieving 
intensive levels 
of citizens’ 
participation we 
wish to influence 
governments 
to devise 
comprehensive 
plans and 
integrate 
disparate 
developments
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I f the plan envisioned by resi-
dents for greening Juhu gets off
the drawing board, the neigh-
bourhood will be first to boast of
a four-km long dedicated cy-

cling and walking space along the Ir-
la nullah, currently in a poorly-
maintained state. The Juhu Vision
Plan also aims to link three promi-
nent gardens located along the nal-
lah to provide a parallel 1.5-km long
accessible green stretch.

Prepared by architect and Juhu
resident P K Das in collaboration
with residents’ groups, the plan is be-
ing funded by local MP Javed Akhtar
and provides for 20ft-wide green
walking spaces on both banks of the
nullah, starting from Club Milleni-
um to the end of PVR cinema under
Phase I – a stretch BMC had earlier
planned on keeping only for use by
their vehicles to clean the nullah. 

In its final avatar, this green corri-
dor will extend from Ritambhara
College, Juhu to SNDT University,
Santacruz, and make it possible for
one to walk or cycle almost the entire
distance.

“The work on Phase I has begun
after much delay due to holdups by
various government agencies, but
now it’s picking up steam. The con-
crete base has been laid, and paving
the two-km stretch on both sides of

the nullah is next. We have already
finalised the light fixtures to be in-
stalled, and the landscaping will
start in a month,” said architect Sa-
marth Das of PK Das and Associate. 

He added that the concrete cy-
cling stretch has been planned to ac-
commodate BMC vehicles includ-
ing JCBs and trucks. “As part of the
landscaping, we have decided to
green the mounds of earth kept on
the banks. We plan to build two in-
ter-bridges to connect both banks,
besides seating arrangements,” Das
said.

“A continuous stretch of gardens
will be achieved by bringing down
the boundary walls of two gardens --
one that was being maintained by
Ronson Foundation and Kaifi Azmi
Park,” said Ashoke Pandit of Gulmo-
har Area Societies Welfare Group. He
added that the Kamla Raheja Garden
on 10th Road will be made a part of
this stretch as well.

In 6 months, Juhu to get 
city’s first 4-km cycling,
walking track along Irla

The cycling and walking space along the Irla nullah as of now (top), and the
way it will look like after the development, as envisioned by the architects

Virat A Singh
@timesgroup.com
TWEETS @_MumbaiMirror

RESIDENTS’ JUHU VISION PLAN

Plan provides for an unhindered green corridor connecting
Juhu and Santacruz along both banks of the Irla nullah

The work on Phase I
has begun after much delay
due to holdups by various
government agencies, but
now it’s picking up steam 
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The residents of the neighbourhood, after a two-decade fight, have managed to save a three-kilometre open space for walking, cycling,
jogging and relaxation. It connects one end of the celebrated locality to the other
Over the next six months, the beautification of the Irla Nalla, which had been initiated years ago by the local citizen bodies of Juhu, will be
complete, making it the second neighbourhood (after Bandra) in Mumbai to have a Bollywood Walk of Fame. The two-kilometre stretch will be
replete with statues of celebrities who once lived in the area. Hand impressions of those who still reside in the tony neighbourhood will also find a
place of pride on the walk, which will start from the Kishore Kumar Udyan.

WALK AMIDST THE STARS

Life-sized statues (approximately 5.5 ft to 6.5 ft) of late celebrities like Raaj Kumar, Meena Kumari, Balraj Sahni, Yash Chopra, Amrish Puri,
Parveen Babi and Kishore Kumar will be placed along the walk. Amitabh, Jaya and Aishwarya Rai Bachchan, Dharmendra and Sunny Deol, Alia
and Mahesh Bhatt, Varun Dhawan, Zeenat Aman, Rani Mukerji and Aditya Chopra, Sonam and Anil Kapoor, Hema Malini and Shatrughan Sinha
are among the 45 celebs whose hand impressions will be up for display at the promenade, constructed with the intention of giving the city a new
tourist spot.

Six meters on both sides of the nalla have been reclaimed to form the Prithviraj Path (walking track) and the Yash Raj Path (the walk of fame)
with four bridges joining the two at regular intervals. BT visited the site and found that landscaping was underway, along with arrangements to
treat the water.

PK Das, the architect of the plan, says, “The idea was born out of a desire to integrate the backyards of the city and make them into proud cultural
forecourts.

We have claimed six metres of space on either side of the Irla Nalla, which the BMC marked as a flood zone after the floods in 2005.We are now
developing it for walking and cycling and also creating a Walk of Fame.“

Activist Ashoke Pandit, who has been working with the local citizen bodies on the project, says, “The beautification of the nalla should set an
example because we have so many of them in the city. Through such projects, you not only reclaim an open space, but also free a water body of its
odour and filth. People will eventually stop treating these bodies as drains.Nallas will stop being nallas.“

MONEY MATTERS

However, buzz is that there is a shortage of funds to get the statues sculpted.Ashoke says that lyricist Javed Akhtar, who is also a Rajya Sabha
member, has utilised `30 crore of his Local Area Development fund for the project. Plan is to loop in other star MPs like Shatrughan Sinha, Rekha
and Paresh Rawal too, to raise funds.

He adds, “We might even seek help from industrialists. We've already finished working on the green belt, which runs adjacent to the nalla's
walking track and Walk Of Fame. We're positive we will open the doors of the Walk Of Fame to the public in six months.“

RECLAIMING OPEN SPACES

Apart from beautifying the stinky nalla and reclaiming patches of land attached to it, the local residents' bodies also reclaimed a vast open space
that has now been turned into a pleasant and green walking park. Called the Kishore Kumar Udyan (proposed title), it houses an amphitheatre in
Vijay Tendulkar's name (also p ro p o s e d ) , and was opened to public only a month ago.

The park is interconnec-ted with the Kaifi Azmi Park, and with the help of an underground arrangement, will be connected to a children's park
across the road, near Amitabh Bachchan's residence, Pratiksha. Over the next few months, the plan is to interlink more parks along the way to
form a seamless green patch running into a few kilometres in the heart of Juhu.

Architect Das elaborates, “This project was born out of a movement by the citizens. The objective is to reclaim public spaces and expand them.
Open spaces like the Kishore Kumar Udyan have dwindled, which is the tragedy of urban development.“ Actor Anupam Kher, who has been a
regular at the Kishore Kumar UdyanKaifi Azmi Park, says, “I walk in this park every day .And I am proud that this is happening because people
have fought for this land with several private parties and even the government bodies. Open spaces are a must in this concrete jungle that we call
our home.“

THE ROAD AHEAD

Beautification of nallas doesn't stop with the one at Irla. Das points out that there are 300 kilometres of water-bodies all over Mumbai. The master
plan is to create greenery around all of them and interconnect them. “These nallas are not actually drains. They are narrow streams and are present
in almost all the neighbourhoods. People have forgotten that Mumbai had four rivers.We have to revive them all and give the city a contiguous
space for walking, cycling and interacting,“ Das sums up.
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L
engthy walking tracks 
may appear unattaina-
ble in a space-starved 
city like Mumbai, but 

they are not. A plan presented 
to the municipality around two 
years ago shows that 500km of  
continuous walking and cycling 
space could be laid here stretch-
ing from the city’s southern end 
to the far tips of  the eastern and 
western suburbs. But for these 
to become reality, what is re-
quired is resoluteness on the 
part of  the state and the public.

Architect-activist P K Das 
and his team together prepared 
the pedestrian-friendly Open 
Mumbai plan that seeks to make 
walking a mode of  transport 
instead of  the exercise form that 
it currently is. The proposal 
says that a remarkable 43%, or 
208.2 sq km, of  Mumbai includes 
green zones like gardens, play-
grounds, encroached 

open spaces, no-development 
zones, lakes, wetlands and 
beaches. It suggests developing 
much of  this as public spaces.

To give the city new and un-
obstructed walkways—and to 
link neighbourhoods in the 
process—the plan urges con-
necting natural assets like open 
spaces, beaches, nullahs and riv-
ers. By linking waterways alone 
with walking paths, it says, the 
city would get around 150 sq km 
of  open spaces. An additional 
16km would be yielded by con-
necting beaches, 37km by link-
ing planned nullahs and 28km 
by linking the four rivers.

The proposal was submitted 
to the Brihanmumbai Munici-
pal Corporation in 2012 and has 
been taken up for discussion 
during the preparation of  the 
2014-34 development plan.

Das concedes that its imple-
mentation may not be 

straight-forward. Difficulties 
may arise with each structure 
found between any two open 
spaces. “Hiccups like these will 
come up when a plan of  such a 
magnitude is executed. But 
problems can be sorted and the 
plan can be tweaked by the 
BMC to suit the conditions on 
the ground,” says Das.

Complex the plan may be, 
but it is not unrealistic. Its 
achievability can be seen in the 
Juhu Vision Plan, which seeks 
to integrate the area’s beach 
with playgrounds and walking 
and cycling tracks. Work on a 
2km walkway alongside Irla 
Nullah is underway 

with MPLAD funds from 
Javed Akhtar and is expected to 
be over by this year’s end.

“The walkway will stretch 
from Juhu PVR to the Millen-
nium Club. The Juhu example 
is a simple, humble and prag-
matic way of  dealing with the 
lack of  walking space,” says 
Das. “It can be replicated by 
people in their own localities if  
they take up the issue with the 
civic body while the develop-
ment plan is under revision.”

Activists and experts note 
that now is perhaps the best 
time for Mumbaikars to push 

the authorities towards making 
the city pedestrian-friendly.

The municipal corporation, 
while drafting the amendments 
in the city’s development plan, 
has agreed to create 151 micro-
planning units comprising 
citizens. These units—each 
covering 3-5 sq km—will be 
asked in meetings after the gen-
eral elections to give inputs on 

what  develop-

ment they think is needed, and 
not needed, in their regions.

“Micro-planning units have 
been created to provide citi-
zens a forum to express their 
requirements, so that they can 
be budgeted for in the develop-
ment plan. Locals should delib-
erate on the plan and take it 
forward,” says Aravind Unni, 
an urban planner with the vol-
untary development organisa-

tion Yuva.

Cycling & walking tracks 
around the city are not an impossibility, 
as an old plan shows. But for them to 
become reality, citizens must take the initiative. 
They must push the BMC, which will soon take suggestions 
on the development plan, to make Mumbai pedestrian-friendly

Now is the time to pedestrianize Mumbai

OUT OF 

STEP
2,000km
Length of footpath network 
(not continuous)

`600-800cr
BMC’s annual expenditure 
on maintaining and 
building footpaths

5,000
Complaints related to 
footpaths received in a 
year by BMC

FOLLOWING
THE FINE LINES
The city has 208 sq km of 
green zones and yet no place for 
walkers or cyclists. The Open 
Mumbai plan seeks to provide 
the city 500km of walking and 
cycling space by linking its natural 
assets such as waterfronts, 
mangroves, nullahs and 
open spaces

  JUHU VISION PLAN
An example of how the Open Mumbai

project can be achieved is the Juhu Vision Plan,
a pilot project that seeks to integrate the beach
in the area with its playgrounds and walking
and cycling tracks

It proposes connecting open spaces to
institutions and amenities; realigning and
integrating the Metro with public spaces; and
creating a 10km-long tree-lined, flood-free
walkway along Irla Nullah

While the other proposals are pending,
work on a walkway along Irla Nullah between
Juhu PVR and the Millennium Club is underway
with the MPLAD funds provided by Javed
Akhtar. Once over, it will create a
continuous walking track about 2km long

If the plan is fully implemented, it
will give Juhu open spaces of the size
of nearly three Oval Maidans

The authorities in Mumbai have consistently focused their energies on developing infrastructure for 
motorists while ignoring everyone else. Whatever few times they have tried to act differently in the last few years, 
their planning has been dreadful. So much so that the projects have either not got off the ground or been stillborn. Transportation 
experts and urban planners assert that for pedestrianization plans to really work in a crowded city like Mumbai, they need to be formulated 
better. Isolated attempts, they add, are less likely to achieve success. “We must think beyond cars. Bigger and wider roads will not solve the 
problem of traffic; they may even worsen it. We need to think of a concept whereby walking and cycling become a part of our daily life,” 
says architect-activist P K Das

Govt plans 
that got off to a 

bad start
CYCLING TRACKS & 
RENT-A-BIKE AT BKC

Two years ago, the
Mumbai Metropolitan 

Region Development 
Authority (MMRDA) laid a 
13km-long cycling track in 
Bandra-Kurla Complex at a 
cost of Rs 6.5 crore. Rarely 
used by cyclists, the track 
fell into disrepair and soon 
enough became a de facto 
parking space for motorists. 
To resuscitate the original 
project, the MMRDA weighed another plan last year. It considered building nine bicycle 
stands in three blocks of the BKC and engaging a private company to provide cycles on 
rent. The idea was that people could pedal to the railway station, drop the cycle there 
and take a train to their final destination. The project is still to take off

THE PROBLEM
Transportation experts note that 
cycling tracks built in isolation 
are less likely to work, especially 
among cyclists. Few people are 
going to drive down to the BKC 
with their bikes, cycle there on 
designated tracks and then return 
in the car with their bikes

WHAT NEEDS TO BE DONE 
The MMRDA needs to plan better. 
It should fix the broken tracks, 
make available cycles at the 
earliest and provide place for their 
parking. Incentivizing the use of 
bicycles in the business district 
may also help

WALKER’S PLAZA AT 
CRAWFORD MARKET

Over four years ago, the
Brihanmumbai Municipal 

Corporation (BMC) came up 
with a tentative plan to 
construct a walker’s plaza 
around Crawford Market. It 
considered building an 
underpass around the heritage 
market, so that traffic could go 
underground and an exclusive 
pedestrian space could be 
freed right from Abdul Rehman 
Street to Kalbadevi. According to some media reports, the civic authorities even asked the Urban 
Mass Transit Company to study the possibilities. It expected the plan to be a big hit because of 
the junction’s proximity to two markets and rows of hawkers. People, officials were quoted as 
saying, would ‘like to stroll there’

THE PROBLEM 
The project never went 
very far. Partly because 
of lack of will on the part 
of the authorities and 
partly because the 
cost of moving the 
underground utilities 
was calculated to 
be prohibitive

WHAT NEEDS TO 
BE DONE 
The BMC must rethink 
the plan. If required, it 
should be implemented 
in a less challenging 
and congested area

Avenues along 
rivers / Avenues 
along nullahs / 
Boardwalks / 
Seafront 
promenades / 
Nature walks & 
cycling tracks
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Mithibai College Among the suggestions 
in the plan is a 10km-long 
tree-lined walkway along 
Irla Nullah. Of this 2km 
should be ready by 
this year’s end
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