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Why Develop Juhu Beach?
By Hansel D’Souza hansel@vsnl.com
With the media flooded with contrary opinions about the Juhu Beach Redevelopment Plan, it seems like the project is mired in controversy.  Confused citizens, anguished stakeholders and apprehensive environmentalists all seek answers to many questions that pop up at street corner gossip and beach walker confabulations.  Here are some frequently asked questions, that we will attempt to answer:

Why do we need to develop Juhu Beach?

The Juhu Beach Redevelopment Plan is a misnomer.  The plan instead of building brick-mortar-concrete structures on the beach, seeks to free encroached land to sand, sea and sky.  Few would have noticed large tracts of beach space clandestinely converted into land using earth, stones and plants.  This is the first step to encroachment.  Soon these plots would have obtained lease from the Collector for commercial gain.

By stepping in and recovering these plots, the citizens of Juhu hope to curb the encroachment menace.  Having won back these plots from encroachers, the question remains as to what to do with them.  Ideally, they should be converted back into beach.  However, only the sea can create a beach.  There is no way we can excavate and render these plots as sandy beach.

So the only available option is to convert these into tiny parks for public use.  The plan envisages parks for children, senior citizens, meditation and community use.  One park is being maintained as a coconut grove.

The attempt is to retain the existing flora, ambience and use minimal construction material to render them usable.  Professional architects have planned the work using available eco-friendly material like trees, stones and plants.

Will the Beach Plan violate CRZ restrictions?

Not at all.  In fact, no permanent structures are being put up on the beach.  The only permanent structure would be the food court, which would accommodate the bhel stalls in an organized manner. Ideally, no structures should be permitted on the beach.  However, the human angle should also be considered.  Bhelpuri, coconut and other vendors have lent character to Juhu beach.  We would like to retain this character while restricting commercial exploitation of the beach to the minimum.  This tight-rope walk needed the High Court to step in and adjudicate on the issue.  The beach plan now has legal sanction and any attempt to jeopardize the plan will invite punitive judicial action.

Does the beach plan throw thousands of hawkers out of business?

Most people don’t know that the entire main chowpatty has been usurped by a handful of entrepreneurs in connivance with the authorities.  A survey conducted jointly by the Collector, municipal officers and citizens show that there were only 80 licensed stalls on the beach precincts.  Each stall was licensed to occupy 6’x6’ of space.  These have been illegally expanded to occupy huge beach area with embankments, carpets, tables and chairs. Under the beach plan, every licensed stall will be relocated to a stall measuring 1metre x 2 metres according to the orders passed by the High Court in keeping with the Supreme Court’s guidelines on the issue.

So rather than throw out hawkers from the beach, the Beach Plan will provide a food court with proper drainage, seating, drinking water, toilets and waste disposal facilities.  All existing licensed stalls will be accommodated without exception.

Will Shivaji’s statue be desecrated because of the plan?

Currently, Shivaji’s statue is lost in the mess caused by indiscriminate parking, beggars, touts and other anti-social elements.  Under the beach plan, a garden will be built around Shivaji’s statue with an aesthetically designed protective fence.  The statue will have a vista before it opening to the sea.  The statue will be refurbished and lit up artistically.

The food court will begin 60 feet away from the statue.

This beautification will give Shivaji’s statue the pride of place and honour that no politician has succeeded in providing in the past.

Why are politicians opposing the Beach Plan?

Some of the greatest supporters of the Beach Plan have been Ms. Shabana Azmi  Former Rajya Sabha MP and Ms. Hema Malini MP.  Both have contributed generously from their MPLAD funds.

Only a couple of local politicians have taken up cudgels on behalf of a section of the hawkers who are opposed to their relocation.  These hawkers claim their occupation of the main chowpatty as their right and demand the scrapping of the beach plan to allow them unbridled occupation and use of the beach for commercial gain.

The arguments touted are mainly two.  Firstly, they say that hawkers will be deprived of their livelihood.  This is absolutely untrue.  In fact, they will be assured of their place on the beach after the food court is built.  The only difference is that they will not be able to expand their stalls indiscriminately as they have done now.

The second argument about desecration of Shivaji’s statue is specious to say the least.  It is a mere political ploy to whip up popular sentiment to gain support for their opposition to the plan.

Is the plan meant to benefit crabbity environmentalists and elite beach walkers?

The beach plan is a people’s plan.  Juhu Beach is one of the few open spaces used by the working class millions for recreation.  Over the weekends, thousands of poor and middle-class families throng the beach for a breath of fresh air and the sight and smell of the sea.

For tourists from distant parts of the country, Juhu Beach represents the colour of Mumbai and the grandeur of the Arabian Sea.  Many festivals like Ganesh Chathurthi, Chat Puja, Narial Poornima and others are celebrated on Juhu Beach.

Juhu Beach is a poor man’s picnic spot and the plan bears this in mind by creating a picnic zone and recreational parks for visitors.

Will this plan ever see the light of day?

The plan is under execution.  Already, one large car park accommodating over 300 vehicles has been constructed and is operational.  The second car park is almost complete and should be thrown open to the public within the next few weeks.

Work has begun on the six recreational parks along the beach.  It is hoped that these parks will be operational within the next month or two.

The eight access roads to the beach are being developed and ramps have been constructed at all entrances.

All that remains is the construction of the food court and relocation of stalls.  The application for change of use from car park to food court is pending before the Urban Development department of the State Government.  Once this formality is complete, work on the food court will begin in full swing.

The successful execution of the Juhu Beach Redevelopment Plan will be a shot in the arm for civic activism.  It will be a triumph of Mumbai citizens collective will over petty political and commercial interests.







