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IChanging the Cityscape





Slumbai or Shanghai

Courtesy: The Hindu By Vivek Bendre

The ambitious ”Shanghaisation” of Mumbai is finally under way. Chief Minister Vilasrao Deshmukh kicked off the project, which was initiated by the previous Democratic Front (D.F.) government, by announcing a  Rs.31,000-crore package in early December 2004 and subsequently launching a massive clean-up drive of the metropolis. While the end result could benefit all its citizens, the initial impact is bound to be the hardest on the city’s poor and voiceless.  So far more than 45,000 shanties have been demolished, displacing nearly two lakh people, but freeing up to 300 acres (120 hectares) of land. Activists, social workers and urban planners question the government’s callousness in evicting people who were a precious vote bank until recently.
Does the solution to Mumbai’s problems lie in clearing the urban poor and building projects to be used by less than 40 per cent of the population? they ask. Or, is this is just a ploy to free precious real estate?

Mckinsey presented a blueprint in September 2003 for the overall development of the city over the next decade. This plan, coupled with the government’s strategies, came to be called the ”Vision Mumbai” project. A task force created to strategise and execute the project stated that Mumbai can be turned into a ”world class city” by 2013 at an estimated cost of Rs.2,00,000 crores.  Essentially, Mckinsey focussed on six key areas: economic growth, transportation, housing, other infrastructure (to ensure safe water, sanitation, health facilities and reduce pollution), financing of projects and governance. The Mckinsey report said that to revamp Mumbai, an 8-10 per cent economic growth, up from the current 2.4 per cent, was essential.

This would involve creating almost 0.5 million jobs. With regard to housing, land availability would have to increase by 50-70 per cent, besides an increase in the floor space index and relaxation of the coastal zonal regulations. 

Furthermore, the controversial Rent Control Act, and Urban Land Ceiling Act would need to be tackled.  Although there was no dispute on the focus of the report, urban planners and social activists criticised several of the recommendations, particularly the corporatisation of government departments, including sections of the Municipal Corporation. Critics pointed out that on issues related to land it seemed as though this was a builder’s plan. While the Cabinet cherry-picked a few suggestions and gave its nod to begin work on some projects mainly relating to transportation, many of Mckinsey’s proposals still remain only on paper.

”Someone has to take the responsibility to do something for the city. It is time to give something back to Mumbai,” Deshmukh told the media. Backing him is none other than Prime Minister Manmohan Singh, who stated emphatically during his visit to Mumbai in November that the Centre would help in improving the city and that very soon ”people will be talking about Mumbai just the way they do about Shanghai”.

