India’s largest ever cluster
redevelopment project in South
Mumbai's Bhendi Bazaar could bea
template for other crumbling hubs

:» Malini Goyal

tis asmall shanty, But Munira Ali Asgar, 24, has managed to stretch it big.
Born and brought up, and now married, in Bhendi Bazaar, a sprawling
and swarming residential-cum-commercial neighbourhood in south
Mumbai, perhaps she has mastered it all her life.

Living with her in-lawsin a 200 sq ft, low-ceiling house (raise your hands
and whirring fans could chop them off), Asgar has managed to cram in
most of her family's needs - a fridge, a TV, a laptop, a microwave, an AC, a
little swing for her two-year-old daughter, a small kitchen area, wardrobe,
mattresses, chairs, a small bathing area... Well, water is a problem. But she
has figured that one out. Asgar wakes up at 5 am every day to fill the over-
head tank and finish bathing and washing clothes before the pipes godry
in 30 minutes. The house does not have a toilet. She can live with that one,
too. The Asgar family uses the common toilet on the floor above,

But there is one problem for which she has found no answers, She wish-
es for some privacy. The sleeping area in the house is just enough to let the
two couples of two generations (she and her husband, and her in-laws)
sleep next to each other with the baby snuggling in. “Even a very small
room with walls would have been wonderful,” Asgar says, hesitantly and
wistiully.

In Bhendi Bazaar, today, space is a pipe dream. As isa quality of life.
Just outside Asgar's house, a bamboo supports the ceiling. *They aban-
doned the repair work midway. Some building residents backed out
from chipping in,” Asgar says. During the monsoon the ceiling drips.
Small vacant spaces on both sides of the staircase are littered with gar-
bage. Eons ago, this house on the Saifee Jubilee Street had a horse sta-
ble on the ground floor. Inits place today operates a small shop.

A New Lease of Life
Asgar's life and home are a microcosm of what Bhendi Bazaar is today. To
an outsider, it holds an old-world charm. In the afternoon, school-going

An artistic impression of the project when complete

children run around the narrow nooks and crannies, squeezed into which
are poky shops. In the evenings, the roadside eateries come alive: fresh
cakes and cookies off the oven, and flavours of kebabs and korma waftin
the air. But the neighbourhood is so congested and some streets so narrow
that cars cannot enter. Virtually every open or unoccupied space has
turned into a garbage dump. And almost all the 280 buildings in Bhendi
Bazaar look shaky and dilapidated (80% have been declared unsafe).
“We want to bring about a change. Our redevelopment project will ad-
dress these issues. We want it to set an example for redeveloping other
such clusters in the country,” says Abbas Master, chief executive, Saifee
Burhani Upliftment Project (SBUT). In an ambitious effort, the Dawoodi
Bohra Muslim Trust is undertaking the ¥4,000- crore project that will raze
all the buildings in Bhendi Bazaar to build an entire new cluster. “This
project involves moving people out, rebuilding and then moving them
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Bustle in
the Bazaar

BHENDI BAZAAR NOW:
Congested roads and
dilapidated buildings
spread across 16.5 acres

BHENDI BAZAAR BY 2025:
17 new high-rise buildings
with liveable homes, wide
roads, open green spaces
and well-designed
commercial spaces

THE CHANGE ACENT:
Redevelopment being
spearheaded by Saifee
Burhani Upliftment Trust at a
cost of 4,000 crore

wHo BeNeriTs: 20,000
people in 3,200 homes
and 1,250 businesses

GREEN EDGE: Will have rain
water harvesting with
well-planned garbage
handling and sewage water
treatment systems

WHAT'S SPECIAL: Backed by
the Modi government, it has
been chosen as a pilot for the
government’s inner city
rejuvenation plan; progress is
being closely monitored by
the war room set up by the
Maharashtra chief minister
Devendra Fadnavis

CHALLENGES: Project
approvals, pockets of
opposition by residents:
concerns of high maintenance
Costs once ready
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Munira Ali Asgar, 24
with her two-year-old daughter Batul

For Asgar, Bhendi Bazaar is the home she was born and
brought up in. Now married, she lives in a 200 sq ft house
with her husband, daughter and in-laws. In one small room,
the two couples of two generations sleep next to each other

“IF ONLY WE HAD AROOM - HOWEVER
SMALL - TO GIVE US SOME PRIVACY. THE
REDEVELOPMENT WILL CHANGE THAT"

back. I do not know of any such complex
project in the world done on such a scale,”
adds New York-based urban planner Ro-
land Baer, who was principal at the New
York-headquartered Perkins Eastman, an
international architecture and urban de-
sign firm, till recently.

There are many reasons why this project
- and its success — holds significance for the
country. On the back of urbanisation, most
Indian cities have grown without much
planning. Slums and clusters have mush-
roomed alongside highrise swanky build-
ings. Almost half of Mumbai’s 19 million
people today live in slums with little access
tobasic amenities like water, sewage, roads.
So far, government's efforts to tackle the
problem have at best been half-hearted or
nave faiied 1o take oif. Take Dharavi, for ex-
ample, one of the world’s largest slums in
the country’s inancial capital. With a population of around one million,
it first began talking redevelopment in 1997. Two decades on the project
is still hanging fire.

“Bhendi Bazaar is the biggest inner city renewal project in the country.
If successful, it can be a model for not just Mumbai city but also the rest of
the country,” says 55 Zende, chief executive, Maharashtra Housing and

TO PLAY”

Tasneem Murtaza, 42

Living in Bhendi Bazaar meant waking up
at 4:45 am to pump water. Her old in-laws
were mostly home-bound as climbing
three floors was difficult. The roofs leaked
during the monsoons. In 2013 they
shifted to a transit high-rise building with
24x7 water, power and lifts

“THIS IS HEAVEN WITH WATER,
POWER AND ENOUGH OPEN
SPACE FOR OUR CHILDREN

Area Development Authority (Mhada), the apex body of the state govern-
ment’s housing department. The redevelopment is one among 15 key in-
frastructure projects like the Mumbai Metro and the Navi Mumbai airport
that are being supervised and fast tracked personally by the state’s chief
minister Devendra Fadnavis as part of his *“War Room’ project.

Towering Plans

Bhendi Bazaar was set up by the British to decongest the nearby Fort area
and offer dormitory-like residences to migrant workers. Spread over 16.5
acres, it is home to 3,200 families and 1,250 shops, overall accommaodat-
ing some 20,000 people. Thanks to the Rent Control Act (an attempt to
eliminate exploitation of tenants by landlords but which now ensures that
the former continue to pay rents fixed in 1947), many tenants pay as little
as 200 as rent a month. Now, SBUT is planning to give the place a big
makeover.

Many things stand out about this project. One, it is being planned, fund-
ed and executed not by the government but by SBUT. The Trust has al-
ready bought 87% of the buildings in the area and is in the process of ac-
quiring the rest. The entire process is costly
and painstaking. But SBUT has good rea-
sons to both persevere and be patient. With
almost 70% of the residents being Dawoodi
Bohra Muslims (see The Bohras), the pro-
ject directly uplifts the lives of its own com-
munity. Also, the community's mosque and
global headquarters are located in Bhendi
Bazaar and Bohra Muslims from all over the
world make the pilgrimage here.

Two, this is not a relocation project
where occupants are moved out to another
location. All commercial and residential oc-
cupants - including those with tenancy
rights - are being moved out in phases to
world-class transit residences and shops;
once the redevelopment is complete, they
will be relocated in a substantially upgrad-
ed Bhendi Bazaar. Already, 1,700 families
and 400 business/shops have been moved
OUL.

Except for the religious structures (five
mosques and a mausoleumy), all buildings
will be brought down to build 17 new highrises (30 to 60 storeys) with car
parking, 60-feet roads and footpaths. While the ground plus two floors will
be commercial with underground parking, residential units with their
parking will be built on top. Even the smallest house (350 sq ft carpet area)
will have one bedroom and two bathrooms, a luxury for many Bhendi Ba-
zaar residents like Murtaza.
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Of the 17 towers, 13 will be used to rehabili-
tate the current residents while the balance
four towers (with 1,200-1,600 residential
units) will be put on free sale that will help
partly offset the project cost. The going sale
rate in the neighbourhood is 18,000-20,000
per sq ft based on which a 500 sq ft apartment
could cost upwards of 290 lakh. “We are a not-
for-profit rust and we are not looking to make
any money. But we do hope that free sale will
help cover most of the construction costs of
the project,” says Master.

Smarts and the Cities

Globally, big cities have undertaken redevelopment projects for multiple reasons,
from natural disaster and image makeover to urban renewal or a bid to modernise.
Complex in nature, more often than not they have been initiated by governments
and, almost universally, have been both
panned and praised by different
sections. Here are four big global urban
makeover projects:
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RENOVATING HOUSES AND LIVES
The 74,000-crore Bhendi Bazaar
redevelopment project is significant
for multiple reasons. In itself, itis a
critical project that will help 20,000
of its residents live a better life and
make the inhabitable-unsafe cluster
haspitable, But there are other more
important reasons why it must get
all the government attention and
support. On the back of urbanisation,
most Indian cities have grown
without much planning. Slums and
clusters have mushroomed alongside
high-rise swanky buildings. Almost
half of Mumbai's 19 million peaple
today live in slums with little basic
amenities like water, sewage, roads.
So far, government's efforts to tackle
the problem have at best been half-
hearted or have failed to take off.
Bhendi Bazaar project is the biggest
inner city renewal project in India. If
successful, it can be a model for not
just the Mumbai city but also the
rest of the country.

The entire project has been divided into
nine sub-clusters. The first phase = which
might cover two-three sub-clusters - is ex-
pected to be complete by 2018, The rehabilita-
tion portion — which is 13 towers and 80% of
the project - is expected to be complete by
2022-23, The entire project should be com-
pleted by 2025,

Green and Sustainable

The effort is to build a clean, green, sustaina-
ble and modern complex. For example it will

& fashionable, pedestrian, car-free shopping,

eating and entertainment tourist spot in

have solar panels tolight up the common area
and also heat water. Each sub-cluster will
have a sewage treatment plant that will help
cut down fresh water usage by 30%. The ori-
entation of the buildings will be such that
there will be plenty of cross ventilation and
sea breeze to cool the dwellings and keep AC
usage minimal. All this means that the resi-
dential buildings could see energy consump-
tion slashed by 35-40%, says Prem Jain, chair-
man, Indian Green Building Council.

Transit residences — built in flat 90 days -

Shanghai. China. In its earlier avatar it was a

cluster of Shikumen-style buildings that served

as residence for locals in early 1900s. But as
Shanghai developed and skyscrapers started
replacing these buildings, the city made an
effort ta preserve its traditional architecture
through the Xintiandi project. The makeover
took place in the late 19%90s, allowing the city
to retain its old architecture like the antigue

walls, stane tiles and exteriors even as it was substantially jazzed up inside to cater
to 21st century sensibilities. The $170-million project reportedly displaced 3,500
households that were forcibly evicted. Today it is a major tourist spot complete
with an international gallery, high-street fashion outlets, bars, cafes, themed

restaurants and a happening night life. The area now has very few

and very

expensive - residential units where only elites reside,

Hudson Yards

The $20-billion, 28-acre project i< the largest private real estate development
project in the US since the Rockefeller Center was built in the 1930s. The project
will create 17 million square feet of commercial, residential and retail development
with 5,000 new residences and 100 new shops, besides a luxury hotel and a public
school. The ground-breaking ceremony here began in 2012 and is expected to be
complete by 2018. What makes this project complex is that it is being built on a

platform above an operational train yard.

Istanbul

The $400-billion 20-year urban
renewal project will be the
bigeest in Turkey undertaken by
the government where 50
neighbourhoods will be
demolished and rebuilt. 1t will
span about 7 million buildings
that are unable to withstand
earthquakes. Affected house-
owners will have the choice of
either demaolishing their
buildings themselves or letting

the government do it for them - in exchange for compensation. All contracts,
procedures and transactions related to the project have been exempted from taxes.
The praject has been criticised for the government's autharitarian and piecemeal
approach, lack of transparency and complete disregard for affected people's views.

New Downtown in Bogota

The capital city of Colombia had an
image problem. Yiolence, rioting, drugs,
crime, gang wars along with
deteriorating buildings gave it a negative
imagery. The city began its urban
renewal program in the late 1990s
where public spaces and transportation
systems (like the bus rapid transit
system or BRTS) were upgraded. The
Tercer Milenio Park was built on land
occupied by drug dealers and homeless.
The entire project transformed the urban
space, helped improve its image and
made space for new residents

give a flavor of what the residence could ex-
pect. Equipped with solar panels and a sew-
age treatment plant, they have elevators, an
open area for children, 24x7 water supply
and a well-planned mechanism to collect
garbage and keep the campus clean.

This project gained speed especially after
the Maharashtra government announced the
cluster redevelopment policy in 2009, But
there have been substantial delays. Govern-
ment approvals and getting buildings vacated
took time. Some tenants, seeking better com-
pensation or for other rea-
sons, refused to vacate,
delaying the process.

Since this is the first
such project under the
cluster redevelopment
policy, processes have not
yet fallen in place and ap-
provals are required from
50-odd government agen-
cies. Since the rights of ten-
ants cannot be compro-
mised Mhada had to indi-
vidually certify all the
tenants. Since the BJP-led
government took charge at
the Center and the state,
the project has gathered
speed. Senior SBUT offi-
cials say Modi has prom-
ised all support, including a hotline to his of-
fice to clear roadblocks.

Challenges Ahead

As the project gains momentum, there are
some broader concerns. One of the biggest is
if the social and cultural fabric of Bhendi Ba-
zaar will remain intact once the project is
complete and occupants move back. Such
projects focus “mainly on basic amenities and
quality of design. Today we know that both
hard and soft infrastructure need to be fo-
cused on in such redevelopment projects,”
says Arun Jain, an urban strategeist and pro-
fessor at Institute for City and Regional Plan-
ning, Berlin. New York-based Baer, who as-
sisted in the planning of the project, says that
this was one of the important areas that the
experts focused on while planning. For exam-
ple, every tower will have its own green space
on the top floor and a podium garden which
will serve as a public hang-out zone for the
residents of the building. Similarly, allocation
— after the redevelopment — will attempt to
keep the neighbourhood undisturbed to the
extent possible.

There are also concerns around how well
the current residents will be able to adjusttoa
new well-equipped building. SBUT is hoping
that the stay in transit camps, equipped with
similar infrastructure, will be agood prepara-
tory ground.

But perhaps the biggest concern is around
the maintenance and upkeep of the new com-
plex once completed. Equipped with solar
panels, sewage treatment plant, elevators
and the like, it will substantially push up the
maintenance cost for the residents. Will the
residents = most of whom belong to the lower
income strata - be able to afford it? The Trust
isinstalling the best possible sustainable tech-
nologies to ensure the maintenance cost to
tenants is kept to minimal. For maintenance
purposes, SBUT will provide a one-time cor-
pus fund to societies as per the regulation.
The question is will that be enough.

Clearly, SBUT is providing the residents of
Bhendi Bazaar withaladder to a better world.
Once the project is complete the inhabitants
will have to do their bit for a better life. ®



