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HC Rescues Beach

By Hansel D'Souza - hansel@vsnl.com
Justice A P Shah and Justice S. U. Kamdar passed their order on the Public Interest Litigation (PIL) filed by various citizens groups concerned with the progress of the Juhu Beach Redevelopment Plan.  JCWG was one of those who moved the High Court against the Collector of Mumbai, Airport Authority of India and Municipal Corporation of Greater Mumbai.

The Juhu Beach Khadye Peye Vikrete Society an association of vendors occupying a major portion of the main Juhu chowpatty had stalled the Juhu Beach Redevelopment Plan.  They claimed occupation rights over the main beach area, by virtue of being there for over forty years.  The AAI had issued licenses to them to conduct their business.  These licenses had lapsed.

The Beach Plan had provided for a food court to be built a small distance away from their present location.  The food court is meant to accommodate authorized licensed stalls,  while providing them facilities like clean water, drainage and space for tourists to sit and enjoy the bhelpuri and pani-puri that Juhu Beach is famous for.  However, the vendors hardened their stand and refused to agree to the relocation by making unreasonable demands of space and location.  Local politicians had supported them in their opposition to the plan.

Part of the funding for the plan has come from MPLAD funds.  Ms. Hema Malini, Rajya Sabha Member of Parliament has already released Rs. 90 lakhs from her fund and has pledged further support to the plan.  Earlier Ms. Shabana Azmi, ex-MP had sanctioned Rs. 1 crore from her funds.

The Beach Plan is a bold attempt to open the main beach and reclaim its pristine beauty by removing the permanent stalls, joyrides and other encroachments that have usurped public space for commercial reasons.  Some private properties on the beachfront have also encroached on the beach by extending their compounds.  Restaurants and temple complexes have illegally occupied what was once a haven for the middle-class and working-class families in the city who frequent the beach.  Besides providing a lungful of fresh air, it is an affordable getaway for those who can scarce afford more than a tender coconut and a mouth-watering bhel.  Thousands of early morning walkers get their daily dose of exercise and hundreds of kids play football, volley ball and cricket much to the chagrin of the elderly.

So, in an attempt to bring order to the chaos on the beach, citizens were forced to court to ensure that the plan mooted by city architect P. K. Das was not consigned to the garbage heap like most other development plans in the city.

Citizens were indeed overjoyed when the two-judge bench of the Mumbai High Court removed all roadblocks by ordering the relocation of vendors to the new food court.  In a bold and path-breaking judgment, they ordered the immediate commencement and completion of the plan in its original form.  The orders allotted stalls measuring 1x2 metres each to be set up on the food court to relocate the licensed stalls.  The court ordered the entire stretch of beach from Koliwada at the south end to the Godrej bungalow at the north end to be cleared of all encroachers.  The concerned authorities viz. Collector, MCGM and AAI were directed to act within a fixed timeframe to ensure the successful completion of the plan.

In its order, the High Court has prohibited the sale of eatables, hawking, animal rides, commercial events, giant wheels, merry-go-rounds etc.  It ordered the Addl. Police Commissioner of the area to ensure adequate patrolling on the beach to stop further encroachment and unauthorized hawking.

Clearance and redevelopment of the eight access roads is substantially complete.  Ramps and steps at the end of most accesses have been constructed.  The construction of a car park opposite Hotel Tulip Star is underway.  The other car park next to the existing one opposite Palm Grove has already been constructed and is ready for use.  Salient features of the plan are the little parks for senior citizens and toddlers that will dot the shoreline.  Once the shore is rid of encroachers, hawkers, mendicants and prostitutes; problems like rowdy ball games, cleanliness, littering, lighting, seating, life-guards, policing and maintenance will remain to be addressed.

In its order, the High Court has prohibited the sale of eatables, hawking, animal rides, commercial events, giant wheels, merry-go-rounds etc.  It also directed the AAI to remove all unauthorized hutments from airport land.

The High Court had appointed a four-member committee consisting of the Collector, Additional Municipal Commissioner, Director AAI and architect P. K. Das to monitor the implementation of the plan.  The Court has now appointed a representative of MHADA on the committee.  

So after hanging fire for two years, the Juhu Beach Redevelopment Plan will soon become a reality.  For the citizens, the favourable order is a vindication of their faith in the judiciary when all else fails.  Shiraz Rustomjee and Jamshed Mistry, handled the entire legal battle in the Mumbai High Court on behalf of the citizens groups.







