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Smart cities is the new buzzword. But 
before creating smart cities our system 
needs to treat common people with some 
respect and not like some inferior species. 
It is now a breeze to reach the spanking 
international airport by car on the elevated 
road with a lot of greenery. But one sees the 
harsh reality if one looks for public transport 
from the airport back to the city.

Thousands of workers and others use 
BEST bus services at the airport but for 
them there is not even a bus shelter, they 
are exposed to heat and heavy rain. There 
is nowhere to rush for shelter in case of a 
downpour. The only indication of the bus 
stops are two poles with tiny plates with 
numbers of buses. What kind of a smart 
city are we talking about?

The ordinary courtesy of providing a map 
of the routes at the bus stops is denied all 
over Mumbai but it is most conspicuous by 
its absence in this important gateway to 
Mumbai. There is huge open space around 
but it looks so empty, of no use to common 
people. This shows an inexcusable lack of 
planning for people and it is more ironic 
because a lot of land for the fancy airport 
is acquired from the poor. And no bus takes 
you from the airport to south Mumbai. 
What a poor image foreign tourists must be 
having of this metropolis.

Even Colombo airport offers much better 
public bus transport not only to the city but 
also to other towns in Sri Lanka. Of course 
several airports in the West are known for 
their excellent rail and bus connections 
to cities and parts of London’s Heathrow 
airport even have bicycle parking. 

The question is why is it that the quality 
of basic amenities for ordinary people in 
Mumbai is worsening? Street furniture and 
sitting spaces at railway stations and bus 
stops are becoming uncomfortable, even 
torturous. The curved benches, especially 
the stainless steel ones, look stylish but 
are very unfriendly for users. The seats 
in the new Bombardier suburban train 
coaches are uncomfortable in first as well 
as second class compartments. The talk of 
smart cities and governance looks pathetic 
if one looks at BEST buses which are an 
important part of Mumbai’s life. Most 
opinion makers do not travel by bus and 
do not know that the numbers and routes 
of several buses are written in a very small 
size with chalk, yes chalk, on buses and 
people cannot make out from a distance 
which bus is coming. The scene is that bad. 
The old electronic system of displaying the 
numbers has proved a technical failure. But 
it is not replaced by the old manual system 
which was fine actually. So now we have 
chalk. I see this on a daily basis in several 
areas.

While hundreds of acres of land has been 
taken over for the international airport at 
Sahar and more is being acquired for an 
even newer one in Panvel on the outskirts 
of Mumbai, not a single, proper bus depot 
has come up in the metropolis for private or 
state transport buses. So the road below the 
flyover near Dadar TT has been converted 
into a major transport node for the busy 
Mumbai-Pune bus traffic which includes 
the Volvo buses, a status symbol for the 
middle class. The entire stretch of Senapati 
Bapat Marg from Lower Parel to Dadar 
west becomes one big private bus depot 
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at night. No wonder, life is so shabby and 
congested on Mumbai’s roads. I attended 
the European film festival inaugural at the 
heritage Deepak Talkies on N.M. Joshi Marg 
in the working class area which has no car 
parking. Where did the European diplomats 
and others park their cars, I wondered, and 
then realized the cars were parked under 
the flyover by their drivers. One reason for 
the proliferation of private cars in Mumbai 
despite the traffic jams and pollution is the 
abundant availability of drivers at relatively 
low wages, thanks to a huge army of surplus 
workers created by the forcible eviction of 
the poor from the rural areas.

The State government’s policy of giving 
huge incentives to builders for constructing 
car parks has only helped builders and no 
one else. A 20 storey car park came up 
near Breach Candy hospital five years ago 
and no one knows about it as there is no 
board. Such spaces are heavily misused. 
And cars are parked on roads for free. It 
is no doubt ironic that the motor car, the 
superstar of the capitalist system, expects 
to live rent free, said Wolfgang Zuckermann, 
the environmentalist and activist and he 
is so very right. This is clear from the stiff 
resistance put up by rich motorists in the 
Churchgate area to the levying of a fee for 
parking cars on streets on some of the 
costliest land in the world.

More enlightened citizens have launched 
an Equal Streets initiative every Sunday 
morning on the main roads in the upper 
class stretch of Bandra-SantaCruz, so there 
is a lot of fun and games for people as the 
roads are closed to vehicular traffic during 
that time.

It is so visible that it is the rich who are 
having fun here which is fine. But then 
precisely it is the rich in the neighbourhood 
and elsewhere who are so indifferent to the 
demand for footpaths for ordinary human 
beings. The entire Pali Hill area for instance 
is up in arms against the possibility of 
hawkers being allotted space there. But 
there is no footpath on the entire hill and 
in neighbouring areas, footpaths are being 
removed. It seems a well thought out denial, 
not careless planning, because removing 
footpaths gives space for car parking.   
Each family owns three to four cars in the 
area and this creates a big problem, said 
Indra Munshi, a retired sociology professor 
and local resident.

Parts of Hill Road in the neighbourhood 
remain without a footpath 13 years after 
the notorious car crash of drunken film star 
Salman Khan. Lack of a footpath was one 
reason for the crash. Further up at Bandra 
Band Stand another Bollywood superhero 
removed in 2015 a ramp he had illegally 
constructed outside his mansion for parking 
of his huge van used for his make-up.

At least a part of the upper class is extremely 
insensitive to the victims of  road crashes. 
Typically, a Salman Khan supporter tweeted 
that the crash victim deserved to die like a 
rat for sleeping on the road.

This reminds one of a scene in Charles 
Dickens’s novel A Tale of Two Cities in which 
a rich man’s vehicle kills a child on the street 
and he is more worried about injury to his 
horse and he too typically called people 
dogs. That was in the era before the French 
revolution. But then the poor could at least 
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have some kind of a house to live in Paris 
and they could afford to live near the rich 
and the insensitive upper class was not as 
large then as now in India and elsewhere. In 
the context of people being treated as dogs, 
it seems at least in some parts of Mumbai 
dogs are treated better than the poor. On 
the Carter Road promenade in Bandra one 
section is reserved for pet dogs brought on 
their evening walks.

The real question is how we treat the poor. 
But it is so rarely asked and so it was a 
pleasant surprise to find the question posed 
in a recent book by senior Mumbai architect 
Kamu Iyer. 

That it is a rare question is clear from the 
fact that many people are not aware that 
the most radical writing on urbanisation 
came long ago in the 1840s from none 
other than Engels, who later became a 
collaborator of Karl Marx. His book ‘The 
Condition of the Working Class in England‘ 
is an absolute classic and highly relevant 
today for readers of different ideologies and 
for urban planning. 

Engels was only 24 years of age then. The 
son of a rich man, he spent some of the best 
years of his life working among the poorest 
of people, forsaking dinner parties and port 
wine. Engels writes with such descriptive 
power.

Mr. Iyer also mentions an interesting 
point that veteran Charles Correa once 
suggested how arrangements could be 
made to provide for sleeping for the poor 

on streets at night on little platforms which 
can be used by hawkers during the day 
and by the house-less at night for sleeping. 
Some people may be shocked by this. But 
this is quite possible and can be done in 
a humane way without creating ugliness. 
If we can tolerate uselessly parked cars 
on the road, why can’t we tolerate human 
beings to whom our system is denying a 
right to shelter?
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