
 

 

Fikrun wa Fann 87 „Focus Städtebau“. 

 

Naresh Fernandes 

 

Boom or Doom? - A Report from Bombay 

 

  A few months ago, it seemed impossible to switch on an English-language television channel in 

India without stumbling upon the subcontinent’s most famous film star making a startling 

admission: the benefits of the startling burst of economic growth had failed to benefit the 

country’s poorest, he seemed to say. ‘There are two Indias in this country,’ Amitabh Bachchan 

declared in a advertising campaign run by The Times of India – the country’s largest English-

language newspaper – to celebrate sixty years of Independence.   

 

 

That acknowledgement by a newspaper that has positioned itself as the mouthpiece of 

India’s newly-moneyed should have brought some comfort to those who are sceptical of 

the country’s neo-liberal economic policies, alarmed that despite economic growth of more 

than 9%, a full 35% of the population lives in absolute depravition, spending less than one 

dollar a day, according to estimates by the United Nations. Nowhere are the consequences 

of these policies more evident than in Mumbai, which has always been a barometer for the 

nation. Though the city is home to fifteen of the thirty-six Indian billionaires on the Forbes 

Rich List, medical workers in July discovered that two children living on the edge of Film 

City, where many Bollywood movies are made, were suffering from severe malnutrition. It 

was only the latest of many similar instances of malnutrition reported in Mumbai in recent 

months. The squalor of the free market is visible everywhere. The stock market was at its 

highest point ever in July, but more than 55% of Mumbai’s approximately fifteen million 

residents live in slums.  

   However, the scriptwriter of The Times’ ad had a novel view of the crisis: he blamed the 

poor for preventing India from realising its true potential. In the ad, Bachchan continues, 

‘One India is straining on the leash, eager to spring forth and live up to all the adjectives 

that the world has been showering recently upon us. The other India is the leash.’ 

    Bachchan’s bloviation was cannily crafted to free the nation’s nouveau riche (and old 

money, too) of any sense of responsibility they might feel for their less-fortunate 

countrymen. Though the inordinately long spot (which runs two minutes, thirteen 

seconds) has gone off the air, it’s still being watched by thousands of people on the 

Internet. 

   The absurdity of its vision was heightened by the location at which the commercial was 

shot. The filmmakers chose to have Bachchan deliver his lines as he strolled across a 



section of a 5.6 kilometre bridge that’s being constructed in central Mumbai between the 

neighbourhoods of Bandra and Worli. In an interview with The Times of India’s sister 

paper, The Economic Times, the adman who dreamed up the script observed that this 

bridge – known as the Bandra-Worli Sealink – is ‘a good metaphor for where India stands 

today’. He couldn’t have been more honest. 

   Proponents of the project believe that the bridge will magically turn Mumbai into a 

world-class city by cutting down the commute from the suburbs to the southern office 

districts. They’ve chosen to ignore the readily-available examples of other truly world-class 

cities like New York, London and Paris, whose rise to prominence was accompanied by 

enormous investment in public transportation systems. Even today, as Western cities are 

slapping congestion charges on cars entering their downtown areas, working in the 

knowledge that cars are the problem, not the solution, to getting metropolises to function 

more efficiently, the bulk of Mumbai’s transportation spending encourages private 

vehicles. In recent years, the city has built thirty-seven flyovers and plans thirteen more, 

ignoring the fact that only 8% of the city’s population drives to the office. The vast majority 

of commuters – some six million people a day – travel by rail, 5,000 commuters packed 

into trains built for 1,800. It’s a density the Indian railway authorities refer to as the 

‘super-dense-crush load’. 

   This privileging of the elite isn’t the only way the Sealink has come to symbolise the 

confusion and autocracy implicit in India’s new development model. Construction started 

on the bridge in 1999, but has now exceeded both deadline and budget. In July, the 

engineering firm building the bridge threatened to stop work until its dues were cleared. 

The cost of the Sealink is now projected at thirteen billion rupees – more than three times 

the original estimate. Some four billion rupees has been wasted on realigning the structure 

by 150 metres after fishermen in the area pointed out that their access to the sea would be 

blocked. No one had thought to consult them when the project was being designed, it 

seemed.  

   Also rejected were the objections of environmentalists, who pointed out that the Sealink 

would pinch the mouth of the Mithi River, a vital drainage channel for Mumbai during the 

monsoons. Their warnings were recalled on July 26

th

 2005, when more than 400 

Mumbaikars died in flash floods that could have been at least partially alleviated by better 

drainage. The Mithi, like the Sealink, is a symbol of all the misguided development that has 

been visited upon the city over the last decade. Many members of the middle class piped 

up to claim that the river channel had been narrowed by the slums that have sprouted 

along its banks. In reality, it was the government-approved reclamation work that has 

reduced the Mithi’s capacity to carry monsoon water to the sea. The extension of a runway 

at the city airport diverted its course by almost 90°; the hypermodern Bandra Kurla 

Complex office district squeezed it some more; and, of course, the Sealink hasn’t helped 

matters at all.  

  Faced with a catastrophe of the magnitude of that flood, citizens of most other cities 

would have swarmed onto the streets to demand immediate remedy from the politicians 

and administrators. But the residents of Bombay were content to send around text 

messages thundering about the government’s misdeeds. That was slacktivism at its best – 



and yet another sign of just how unconcerned Bombay’s citizens are about our crisis, and 

how willing we are to point an accusing finger at those less fortunate. 

   India’s voraciously consuming middle classes have no patience with environmentalists, 

slum dwellers, debt-bound peasants and other leashes. With wisdom gleaned from the 

pages of Paulo Coelho, whose books they devour eagerly, they frequently boast that while 

those who are wary of the free market insist on seeing the glass as half-empty, they’re 

looking at the part that’s half-full. (They’re unable to come to grips with the fact that since 

80% of Indians spend less than two dollars a day, the UN’s poverty line, the tumbler is 

actually only 20% full.)   

    All of these factors have conspired to make Mumbai an extremely uncomfortable home. 

In the mid-1990s, when I was working briefly in Hong Kong, I was amused by an 

ingenious scheme one bar had dreamed up to drum up business from the after-work 

crowd. Everyone drank beer at half-price – until someone got up to go to the bathroom. 

They called this the ‘pressure hour’. Mumbai, of course, has no need for such ironic 

statements. The much-admired pace of Hong Kong pales into insignificance compared to a 

city in which the average work-day commute is ninety minutes each way. The favelas of 

Sao Paulo are almost spacious when contrasted with even the upgraded tenements that 

have been built under Mumbai’s so-called Slum Rehabilitation Scheme: the lucky families – 

most of which comprise five or more people – are packed into homes of merely 225 

square feet.  While much has been made of the slums of Lagos, the African city has a 

manageable 1,380 people per square kilometre. According to the 2001 census, 27,220 

Mumbaikars are compacted onto each square kilometre.  

   The unrelenting crush ensures that every sensation is heightened to an almost surreal 

level. Mumbai seems noisier, more polluted and smellier than almost any city on the 

planet. (When Hungarian-born author Arthur Koestler stepped off the plane in 1959, he 

remarked, ‘I had the sensation that a wet, smelly diaper was being wrapped around my 

head.’) The unremitting pressure of the crowd has given Mumbaikars the remarkable 

ability to construct a bubble of privacy in the most public places. Train compartments turn 

into mobile prayer halls as groups of untuneful men holler out religious songs on their 

morning journeys. Each evening, the city’s shore fills up with courting youths displaying 

their yearning in view of strangers simply because they have absolutely no place in which 

to be alone; married couples who live in tiny homes with joint families must also escape to 

parks or seaside promenades to have confidential conversations. The greatest indignity that 

results from Mumbai’s lack of privacy is to be witnessed by the railway tracks and along 

the coast at dawn. Half of all Mumbaikars – six million people – are forced to defecate in 

the open because of the criminal lack of public toilets. The city is estimated to have only 

800 functioning public toilets – at least 20,000 fewer than it needs. For instance Dharavi, 

the city’s largest slum, has about one toilet seat for 800 people. If the toilets were in 

constant use 24 hours day, Dharavi residents would still have to wait a week to enter.  

    With land so scare, land sharks are constantly on the prowl. Mumbai’s real-estate prices 

are among the highest in the world and builders have prevailed upon municipal officials to 

create rules that are sometimes open to ambiguous interpretation. In a city that’s always 

surging ahead, the land sharks have faced only token opposition as they’ve gobbled up 



Mumbai’s memory. Among the worst affected have been some of the city’s oldest 

residents, who live in ‘gaothans’ – 187 urban villages that have improbably survived the 

march of the decades. But new regulations have thrown the future of the gaothan 

communities into jeopardy. Using a scheme that allows dilapidated buildings to be torn 

down, builders have erected incongruous high-rises in place of tiny cottages. Other builders 

have prevailed upon the authorities to recognise portions of these villages as slums, and 

have reconstructed them under the Slum Rehabilitation Scheme. 

    In recent years, Mumbai’s tribulations have come to be excessively romanticised. Even 

Suketu Mehta’s excellent book Maximum City, which dissects Mumbai’s numerous layers 

with surgical precision, occasionally falls into the same trap. For instance, many journalists 

have quoted this passage from his book: 

   ‘If you are late for work in Mumbai and reach the station just as the train is leaving the 

platform, don’t despair. You can run up to the packed compartments and find many hands 

unfolding like petals to pull you on board … They know that your boss might yell at you or 

cut your pay if you miss this train … Come on board, they say. We’ll adjust.’  

   But this lyrical, locomotive allegory isn’t accurate. Not so long ago, a man clinging to the 

footboard of a moving local train was pushed to his death by fellow passengers in a scuffle 

about space. It was an unusually violent conclusion to the sort of disputes that break out at 

rush hour every day, when passengers on trains bound for the furthest stops blockade the 

exit against those doing short trips. Those who live closer to the Churchgate and 

Chattrapati Shivaji Terminus starting points pay the price for taking up precious space in 

the trains travelling to the end of the line instead of taking shorter-haul trains, and are 

taught a lesson by being allowed to alight only several stops after their destinations. As for 

those hands reaching out, many of my women friends think they are actually like octopus 

tentacles. They may unfold like petals as the train leaves the station, but as it pulls into a 

stop, they most often dart out to grope women on the platform. 

   A similar disregard for reality marks the end of Bachchan’s speech across the Bandra-

Worli Sealink. ‘Today, the ride has brought us to the edge of time’s great precipice,’ he 

intones. ‘And one India – a tiny little voice at the back of the head – is looking down at 

the bottom of the ravine and hesitating. The other India is looking up at the sky and 

saying, it’s time to fly.’ Bachchan then strides off purposefully across the bridge, even 

though no one knows when it will be completed. But the camera doesn’t show us his final 

destination, so we’re left wondering whether the camera crew had to fish him out of the 

toxic waters below.  

    

 

Naresh Fernandes is the editor-in-chief of TimeOut Bombay.  
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