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— Alison Saldanha

What I did with my 0.99 sq.m 
of Mumbai

A portion of this blog article first appeared in India Spend & Business Standard on December 4, 2014
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Tucked away in a quiet Northern 
Mumbai suburb, the city’s growing space 
crunch hit me around the tumultuous years 
of adolescence. It came with my greater 
demand for “space” and frustration over the 
lack thereof.

Now as I look back, I count myself lucky.

We too were first blind to Mumbai’s 
ubiquitous lack of space. We innocently, and 
perhaps hazardously, played gully-cricket 
and football on narrow strips of road fraught 
with swerving scooters and cars. Yet, save 
for the occasional no-ball / sixer shattering 
a windowpane (and the neighbourhood 
peace), suburban Mumbai remained 
oblivious to the depleting accessibility and 
availability of parks and gardens. Hedges 
of asbestos sheets regularly rounded 
off vacant plots previously concealed in 
unruly foliage. Soon enough, staid concrete 
blocks would peek above the tin barricades 
until more denizens and parked vehicles 
squeezed in, permanently dashing hopes of 
more playroom in the clearing. 

As a teenager, during the daily commute 
to a South Mumbai college, crammed into 
a suburban train with less than two-inches 
of legroom, exposed to repulsive odours 
and flaring tempers, reality dawned on me 
finally. 

Space is a luxury here.

Around the same time, the Urban Design 
Research Institute (UDRI) carried out an 
Open Spaces study of Mumbai in 2007. 
The organization estimated citizens have 

access to a total of 2318 hectares of space 
in the city - a per capita open space ratio of 
0.99 square meters for a city bursting with 
a population of over 12.4 million. 

 0.99 sq.m. 

That’s roughly the size of space every 
Mumbaikar has access to if one walks 
around with a hula hoop at the waist.

Later in 2012 the Municipal Corporation 
of Greater Mumbai (MCGM) in its own 
existing land use survey of Mumbai, put 
the official ratio at 1.24 sq.m. The exercise 
was carried out in preparation for drafting 
the Development Plan 2014-2034, and the 
definition of open spaces comprised play 
grounds, recreation grounds, swimming 
pools and fish-drying grounds. The survey 
discounted spaces outside the MCGM’s 
jurisdiction limits such as the Sanjay Gandhi 
National Park, Defence lands and the 
Mumbai Port Trust area. According to the 
national Urban and Regional Development 
Plans Formulation and Implementation 
(UDPFI) Guidelines, the ideal open space 
ratio in any urban area is 10 sq.m. per 
person. 

In world city comparisons, the per capita 
open space ratio for London, New York, and 
Shanghai are said to be 4.84 sq.m, 7.2 sq. 
m, and 9.16 sq.m. respectively. If we don’t 
already have enough to grudge the Indian 
capital for, a 2011 report by global real 
estate consultancy firm Jones Lang LaSalle 
pegged New Delhi’s per capita open space 
ratio at 15 sq.m.
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Further, the Environment Improvement 
Society (EIS) of the Mumbai Metropolitan 
Regional Development Authority in a 2012 
report stated that the public cannot access 
more than half, or 1999, of the existing 3246 
open spaces in Mumbai. Of these, 835 
have been encroached on while others are 
private. The EIS added that the remaining 
1247 accessible spaces face restrictions of 
time limits (days/ months open to public), 
selected entry etc.

A study by the Indian Institute of Human 
Settlements (IIHS) based on the 2011 
census data, says that while the city’s 
population has increased by around 15% 
from 2001 to 2011, its built-up area has 
had a growth rate of over 35%. With the 
attractive pull of Mumbai hardly waning, real 
estate and infrastructure demands have 
exponentially grown. Efforts to improve the 
quality of life lag behind.

 It has been seven years since a controversial 
open spaces policy for the city (that virtually 
gifted plots of land to politicians under the 
guise of maintenance) has been stayed by 
the State government. Numerous drafts for 
a fresh policy have been drawn since 2010 
yet a final decision is awaited. 

In February 2015, the civic body published 
its first draft of the Development Plan 
for 2014-2034. On the face of it, the 
EDDP accorded the “highest priority” to 
generating more public open space. Yet 
closer evaluation showed this largely meant 
opening up private layouts of Recreation 
Grounds / Play Grounds in gymkhanas 
and clubs for public use. Amusingly, 

while the Corporation repeatedly proved 
inept at wresting control of its own plots 
from encroachers, it now proposed to 
unlock large green private layouts in Raj 
Bhawan, JJ Hospital, & the Bhabha Atomic 
Research Centre for public use. Objecting 
to this and many other aspects of the 
draft plan, citizens submitted over 60,000 
suggestions/ objections to the civic body, 
forcing the Chief Minister to intervene and 
return the draft to the drawing board. 

Over a year later, on May 27, 2016, the 
civic body published its revised “new and 
improved” version of the draft development 
plan (RDDP) commencing the process of 
public suggestions & objections yet again. 
Like the previous draft, the RDDP’s maps, 
peppered with patches of green, appeared 
to give Mumbai more avenues for public 
open spaces. The draft even claimed to 
gradually increase the per capita open 
space ratio by 5 times to 6 sq.m. per capita!

But closer inspection of the verdant 
allocation revealed many of the proposed 
new open spaces have been reserved on 
yet-to-be opened eco-sensitive lands such 
as salt pans, no-development zones, buffer 
zones and the forest areas of Sanjay Gandhi 
National Park and Aarey Milk Colony. 
Discounting these inaccessible spaces, the 
calculated per capita open space ratio in 
fact drops to 2 sq.m. per person. 

Analysing this 2 sq.m. further, in a déjà vu of 
the earlier draft, the UDRI found incredulous 
reservations of shrubbery at traffic signals, 
flyover bellies, road dividers, private layouts 
and the wilful vegetation on buffer zones 
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of nallahs and inter-tidal areas, constituting 
a significant measure of Mumbai’s public 
open space for the next 20 years. 

In the civic body’s infinite wisdom (and 
vivid imagination) it seems to have been 
concluded that a grassy traffic island, at the 
centre of a boisterous traffic jam, engulfed 
in vehicular fumes and honking would help 
quench the thirst for open spaces in a city 
of 12 million residents.

Are we reaching a point of no-return? 

India’s unsatisfactory performance in 
the 2016 Olympics in Rio, Brazil, finds its 
roots in our inability to develop more open 
spaces to encourage unorganised play and 
informal sports, accessible to all socio-
economic boundaries. 

Growing up, my teenage angst resented 
the absence of manicured playgrounds, 
yet somewhere we all accepted that gully 
cricket and football are undeniably the heart 
and soul of urban Indian neighbourhoods. 
As these sections today are rapidly 
redeveloped and gullies are peopled with 
parked (and double-parked) cars, sadness 
and nostalgia replace anger.
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