
 
 

Oasis in the Bazaar 

A landmark project aims to transform Mumbai’s Bhendi Bazaar—home to timeworn 
buildings and 20,000 people—into a low-cost, green-housing haven of skyscrapers. The 
country will wait to see if this redevelopment can work or if it’s just a giant pie in the sky, 
reports Labonita Ghosh 

 
 
 
    When Bhendi Bazaar was first set up following the Great Bombay Fire of 1803, the British government imagined it as a resettlement that would decongest 
the nearby Fort area (the city then was largely within the Fort walls, an area today in south Mumbai still referred to as Fort). Ironically, over the years, Bhendi 
Bazaar has become one of the most crowded, dingy and rundown of neighbourhoods in an otherwise well-planned south Mumbai. It is a rabbit-warren of shops 
and dilapidated buildings, with tangles of streets, some so narrow they can only support pedestrian traffic. In this clutter of chawls and ramshackle tenements, 
most of which are overdue for demolition, infrastructure improvements have been few and far between. Residents of this unintended urban sprawl joke that it 
hasn’t seen a tree or a green patch in over a century. Which is why when the Saifee Burhani Upliftment Trust (SBUT) said, about a year ago, that it would 
undertake a massive redevelopment of this neigbourhood, and turn it into a green precinct with 40-storey high-rises, high-street shopping and with the 
swankest of homes and amenities—all of which would be environment-friendly—the announcement was met with some disbelief. Some of it had to do with 
scale, of course. The 2,000 crore project is slated to cover 16.5 acres of one of the most congested parts of the city, and transform about 1,200 businesses, 
3,200 homes in 250 buildings and the lives of over 20,000 residents. Work on the proposed ‘cluster redevelopment’ has already begun, even though the 
ministry of environment and forests is yet to give the green light. But one thing is clear: if the SBUT completes the redevelopment as planned, and in the 
designated seven years, it could pave the way for similar (and much-needed) projects in the rest of India.  
 
More for the Same  
 
For one thing, it will demonstrate that affordable eco-friendly living is no pipe dream. Green buildings can be expensive. Even the most basic of facilities that 
mark them as green—rainwater harvesting, solar panels, or perhaps a sewage or water treatment plant—can escalate costs by 10-15% over a regular building. 
That’s probably why the idea of low-cost green housing has been slow to catch on in India. Of all the aspects of the redevelopment scheme, the SBUT—which 
is both undertaking and funding the scheme—is least worried about the magnitude of the project. The bigger concern is making sure that post-redevelopment, 
the cost of living for the 3,000-odd families here stays the same even though most of them will move into bigger, better and greener apartments and 
commercial establishments. “Our biggest challenge is to make sure the families do not have to pay even a single rupee more on maintenance than what they’re 
already paying,” says Abbas Master, CEO of the trust. “And they still find the quality of their lives vastly improved.” Sociologically, Bhendi Bazaar is a curious, 
but rich, mix of people and trades. It has wellto-do residents, but also families who live and century-old buildings. Thanks to rent control, many of them pay less 
than 200 a month. It would be unrealistic to imagine they would continue to fork out so little while living in high-rises in a prime Mumbai location, but the SBUT 
is determined to see this through. The reason? About 70% of Bhendi Bazaar’s residents are Dawoodi Bohris, who owe allegiance to the Syedna Mohammad 
Burhanuddin, head of the SBUT. Like other wealthy foundations around the world, this cash-flush, non-profit organisation views the project as an extension of 
its charitable work for the community. It will foot the entire bill for the redevelopment, and has started by buying most of the old buildings in the area from their 
previous owners. Once converted into apartments and shops, these will be given to the current residents/tenants, free of cost, who will then become the new 
owners.  
 
Green Blueprint  
 
The plan is to raze the chawls and tenements, and replace them with eight clusters of swank, 40-storey residential towers, all of them green buildings. “About 
one-sixth of Bhendi Bazaar will be emptied out for open spaces and green areas like terrace gardens and tree-lined roads,” says consultant Prem C Jain, MD of 
Spectral Services, a green advisory organisation, and chairman of CII’s Indian Green Building Council (IGBC). “The challenge is to keep the running costs low, 
otherwise the local residents would be reluctant to live here. Everything I’ve learnt in my 75 years in the business, I’m applying here.” For instance, the high-
rises will be aligned in the windtunnel direction so that the apartments are cooled by sea breeze rather than by ACs. “The orientation of all the buildings will be 
in a north-south direction, keeping the east-west side open,” explains architect Qutub Mandviwala. “That way, the apartments will get natural light but not direct 
heat, which means the overall consumption of energy for all homes decreases substantially.” Mandviwala adds that rainwater harvesting, recycling of grey 
water that can be used for flushing and such, and solar panels, which will power street lights and heat water in homes, will also be incorporated. Each cluster 
will have its own sewage treatment plant and garbage disposal set-up. A new sanitation system is also being considered. The idea is also to reduce the load on 
the city’s municipal services by encouraging garbage segregation and using porous paving on the streets to return rainwater to the water table. The buildings 
will use as much recyclable material as possible, adds Mandviwala, much of it sourced locally. There is also a plan to plant 300 trees, in the streets or in the 
podium gardens, and exponentially increase the green spaces. Roads will be widened and tree-lined footpaths created to encourage more pedestrian traffic. 
“Bhendi Bazaar registers footfalls of almost one lakh a day,” says SBUT CEO Master, a former senior executive with the Wockhardt group. “We expect that to 
double  
 
    ter the redevelopment.” Houses will be kitted out with smart fixtures: CFL bulbs, energyefficient appliances, low-flow taps in the bathrooms and perhaps a 
specially-designed, Indian-style toilet that conserves water. Each building will have basement parking and the first two floors will be given over to commercial 
establishments. The rest will be apartments allotted to families according to their present holdings. So, a family living in a 300 sq ft house today will get an 
apartment with a carpet area of 350 sq ft (the minimum size), with its own kitchen and bathroom, unlike the common toilets of the typical chawl. Those with 
larger houses will be allotted a correspondingly larger space. “With shops below their homes, residents will not have to commute either,” says Master.  
 
Long-Term Savings  
 
As per the blueprint, there will be a three-fold increase in residential space, and about 45% of the area will be greenery. Work has begun, with some 150 
families being moved to a nearby transit housing facility. The SBUT is easing them into a more environmentally-aware way of life. “It’s not enough to have 
energy-efficient facilities. People need to have an environmentfriendly mindset,” says Master. “Which is why we’ve already started water-saving and garbage 
segregation drives in the transit homes. By the time the residents return to Bhendi Bazaar and to their green homes, they’ll be a little more eco-conscious.” 
“When you talk about savings from a green building, you usually refer to the return on investment you’re likely to get when you save on energy and lighting 
costs, water taxes and such,” says Roland Baer, a representative of the New York-based firm Perkins Eastman Architects, which is advising Mandviwala and 
the SBUT on the green aspects of the redevelopment. “You have to look at the long-term cost benefits. If your investment on energyefficient systems is paid 
back in five years, that’s terrific. The [Trust] is trying to make this project as green as it can because it is giving back to the community [in savings].” At present, 
says Spectral’s Jain, green houses are needed more than green offices. But in the past five years, only 20,000 to 30,000 families in India have moved into 
green houses. While this has prompted the IGBC to develop codes for green houses, Jain adds that “the Bhendi Bazaar project will demonstrate that you can 
provide and run green houses at a minimum cost”. But just in case, the SBUT has also set aside four of the 16 proposed residential towers for sale in the open 
market to help subsidise the running costs of the rest of the scheme.  
 
Cost and Benefits  
 
Not everyone is excited about the project. “This is a scary vision for the future,” says urban planner and conservationist Rahul Srivastava. “The idea that going 
vertical will solve the density problem is not correct. Highrises are expensive. The higher the building, the fewer the number of people who will occupy the top 
floors. So, this redevelopment will not necessarily absorb more people.” Srivastava also expresses concerns about a single body, the SBUT, being able to push 
through a project of this magnitude. “We have seen other groups try this, though on a smaller scale, and it has always been about taking advantage of the 
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(higher) floor-space index (FSI).” Conservation architect Vikas Dilawari, who undertook a study of the project last year purely as an academic exercise, sees 
other problems. One of them: the redevelopment will disrupt the existing cultural mosaic of south Mumbai. “From Crawford Market to Byculla, there is a natural 
fabric of the city that has already been laid out. Bhendi Bazaar is right in the middle of it,” says Dilawari. “The project will disrupt the long, linear stretches that 
make up the city, break up arterial roads and, in doing so, change everything.” A city planner, on the condition of anonymity, says: “In the US, when a new 
township comes up, the builder has to first lay the infrastructure. In Bhendi Bazaar, the existing infrastructure is from a century ago. It will not be able to support 
the new system. The roads here are not meant for cars and two-way traffic.” Dilawari says a better alternative would have been repair and reconstruction. 
Instead of pulling down all of Bhendi Bazaar, the Trust could have bolstered and strengthed many of the existing buildings and only demolish those that are 
completely uninhabitable. “If repaired with like-to-like materials, many of these buildings can last another two or three decades,” says Dilawari. “That would still 
be cheaper than re-doing the entire area.” Dilawari also finds it hard to believe the residents’ cost of living won’t increase. “These tenanted properties will later 
become cooperative housing societies. And since high-rise living is expensive, there is a good chance a lot of people will get dis-housed because they can’t 
afford it,” he says. The free sale component, coupled with Bhendi Bazaar’s prime location, may also encourage residents to sell their newly-furbished 
apartments—the going rate is 40,000 per sq ft—and defeat the purpose the SBUT has set out to fulfil: of providing for its own. Moreover, while a majority of the 
residents are Bohris, a third of the local population comprises people from other communities, including other Muslims. With less of a bond to the Syedna, they 
might be the first to leave. “We can’t stop anyone from trying to sell their apartment,” says Master. “As future owners, the residents are free to do so. But many 
of them have been living here for generations. I know they wouldn’t want to leave.” This is true for Quresh Salebhai Sutarwala, 53, and his wife Sakina, who live 
withhis octogenarian parents. Sutarwala, who runs a photo studio from a 200 sq ft loft in his 300 sq ft apartment, has moved to the transit housing, but is 
looking forward to his new digs. “We pay Rs 144 as rent,” says Sutarwala who, with a monthly income of Rs 20,000, is better off than many. “If we have to pay 
more, even as much as Rs 2,000 per month for our green home, we are ready to do that. We have been living in Bhendi Bazaar for 127 years, but this is the 
first time we will have a home of our own.”  
 
labonita.ghosh@timesgroup.com  

GREEN BLUEPRINT Residents of this unintended urban sprawl joke that Bhendi Bazaar hasn’t seen a tree or a green patch in over a century. But the 
redevelopment blueprint shows a three-fold increase in residential space, and greenery in about 45% of the area  
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