Mumbai’s beaches, steadily
ravaged by encroachment and
filth, have got a fresh lease

of life thanks to citizens’

initiatives. P K Das, the
architect who restored
many of the city’s beautiful
waterfronts, charts an
agenda for the future
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City’s Open-Air Shore Rooms
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A Dream

Mumbai could be stunningly
beautiful if the waterfronts along

“its coastline, the Mithi river and

various creeks and their inlets
were developed into a cohesive
and contiguous public space. Peo-
ple could then walk along the wa-
terfronts to different parts of the
city and also use the spaces for
leisure and relaxation. The wa-
terfronts would be rich and var-
ied—mangroves, bird-watching
areas, gardens, parks, prome-
nades and play areas. There could
also be spaces for performances,
exhibitions and dialogues, en-
riching the quality of life in the
city. The waterfronts could be-
come the heart of our social life
in the Mumbai.

Our Tragic Reality

Tragically, we have turned our
backs to the waterfronts and
abused and misused them as the
backyard of the city. Indiscrimi-
nate land filling, dumping of
waste coupled with land grab and
conflicting development have de-
stroyed the waterfronts. De-
struction of mangroves and mis-
use of rivers and creeks as
sewage channels have led to
alarming environmental damage,
including flooding.

Lack of planning in water-
front development has led to the
neglect and abuse of this valu-
able environmental and social as-
set. Indeed, the waterfronts have
never been considered integral
to the city’s landmass and, there-
fore, been excluded from city
planning and policies.

A Master Plan

My report on Mumbai’s wa-
terfronts outlines a master plan
to restore their natural beauty.
It concerns itself with the phased
rejuvenation of three types of
waterfront areas: public spaces

like beaches and waterfront

promenades; old settlements,
such as fishing villages; and sea-
side heritage precincts like the
Worli, Mahim, Bandra and Vasai
forts. The larger objective of the

The restored face of Bandstand, Bandra: The beautification of public spaces is essential for the city

plan is to initiate a movement for
the restoration and development
of Mumbai’s public spaces, and
the waterfront in particular.
With this plan and citizens’
participation, we restored 4 km
of Bandra waterfront and are
now restoring Juhu beach. A
nourishment plan for Dadar-
Prabhadevi beach is on the anvil.
For all these waterfronts, the
ideas and designs were uncom-
plicated and no major construc-
tion was advocated; instead, the
task was to halt the abuse of the
waterfronts and reallocate spaces
and activities with minimum re-
structuring. Most importantly,
the underlying philosophy was
that the waterfronts should stay
the collective asset of citizens
and a vital element of the city’s
environmental and social fabric.

Citizens’ Agenda

Activism in Mumbai has most
often centered around the pro-
tection of existing open spaces
but seldom for creating new ones.

The struggle by residents of Ban-
dra to reclaim their waterfront
and the subsequent development
of promenades is part of the larg-
er story of Mumbai’s coastline,
though residents’ initiatives to
restore and reclaim their open
spaces have not succeeded every-
where. People’s participation, col-
lective control and democratisa-
tion of public space should be vi-
tal aspects of the larger goal of
development.

Given the current trend of de-
velopment that Mumbai is sad-
dled with—a mega-construction
syndrome and the promotion of
real estate, commercialisation,
abuse and neglect of open
spaces—the present Development
Plan needs to be radically altered
in the best interests of the citi-
zens. This is the only way the
healthy development of water-
fronts and public spaces can be
effectively carried out. There is
an urgent need today for city
planning to respond to natural
and environmental conditions,
to preserve natural resources and
conserve the coastline.

The increasing deterioration
of the urban environment and
the laxity on the part of govern-
ment bodies to check the process,
along with a growing sense of
people’s rights and power, has
resulted in the growth of a num-
ber of associations and groups.
Small, informal groups have been
asserting their rights to challenge
an indifferent government
and demand amenities which en-
hance their lives. The underly-
ing impulse behind these decen-
tralised, informal, non-bureau-
cratic and spontaneous associa-
tions is to work outside the gov-
ernment and sometimes inde-
pendently of government bodies.

In spite of our cynicism and
lack of faith in the government
agencies, we cannot function in-
dependently of them. The own-
ership of public spaces, and land,
in general, must vest with the
government; only then will it be
available for development for the
larger public good. This will en-
sure collective control of com-
mon asséts and people’s partici-
pation for their developmept.
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Mumbai has a long stretch of waterfront on its east that could be opened
to the public. But the government and the MbPT don’t seem interested
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few years ago, an exciting
Apossibility awaited the
weary Mumbaikar, fed up
of the congestion and concrete
clogging the city. A task force was
set up by the Maharashtra gov-
ernment to look into the plan-
ning and redevelopment of the
eastern waterfront, a 14.5-km
stretch of coastline from Cola-
ba’s Sassoon Dock to Wadala.
Three years later, however, noth-
ing has come of it.
~ Architects from the Urban De-
sign Research Institute and the
Kamala Raheja Institute of Ar-
chitecture had come up with a

_detailed study and regeneration

plan for the area. Planners be-
lieved that if some of the prop-

_ erties owned by the Mumbai Port

Trust were opened up to the pub-
ic, the possibilities for trans-

} envisaged a stage where port ac-

-

Hoshi Jal

Ferry Wharf or Bhaucha Dhakka on the eastern waterfront: Immense potential

moderate intervention, where the
profit-making activities could be
retained and underused lands
could be developed for public

spaces. And the third proposal

housing, infrastructure and open

ment doesn’t have much of a say
on the MbPT lands which come
under the centre, nothing hap-
pened after that,” he says.
Apart from the Gateway of In-
dia, the eastern waterfront has
no spaces open to the public.
While a whole edge occupied by
Hindustan Lever and the Mar-
itime Coliege are blocked to out-
siders, areas like Sassoon Dock
and Ferry Wharf (more popu-

ill larly known as Bhaucha Dhak-

e open but are not really
 spaces as on the western

waterfront—the former is an in-
Mm{a fish market) and

mrns on theiands it holds .

the latter a transport terminus.
Other areas along the coastline
have been encroached on or lack
infrastructure. “There are po-
tential areas, such as the Sewri

fort area and the mudflats where

the flamingos come, which could

be developed as public spaces,”

says the architect. “There was
definitely a possibility of open-

ing up some patches along the

waterfront, but the government
did not show a clear interest
while the MbPT is showing great
resistance to redevelopment even
though it could maxiniise its re-




