
Million Dollar apartments, 
but No Place To Call Home
(Housing in the City of extremes) _Shalini Nair
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like Mukesh Ambani’s Altamount 
road fortress ‘Antilla’, the world’s most expensive 
private residence that takes its names from the 
mythical island, Mumbai will soon be home to 
several islands of luxury towering over its vast 
slum sprawls. A few blocks away at Napean 
Sea road, another developer is adding finishing 
touches to the country’s most expensively priced 
castles in the sky, ten duplexes each costing 
over Rs 100 crore. Further north, in the heart 
of the erstwhile mill land in Lower Parel, Lodha 
developers known for their signature high-end 
homes have announced the construction of 
world’s tallest residential tower which at 117 
floors will have homes costing up to Rs 50 crore.

The average Mumbaikar finds these 
superlatives nothing to gloat about, as for him 
finding an affordable roof over his head itself 
is a tall order. Only six percent of the total 
available housing stock in all new real estate 
projects within the municipal limits of Mumbai 
is priced between Rs 25 lakh to Rs 50 lakh. A 
staggering 46% of the flats cost over a crore1. 

So it comes as no startling revelation when 
the city’s Human Development Index (2009) 
notes that ‘one in two persons in Mumbai 
city is residing in a slum’ but ‘they together 
occupy - just six per cent of all land in Mumbai 
explaining the horrific levels of congestion2.’

As India’s financial capital looks up 
to Shanghai for its growth trajectory, it 
may also be unwittingly treading the 
same path of mass displacement that the 
richest Chinese city is held guilty of. In the 
1990s, an estimated 2 million families were 
displaced to the outskirts as Shanghai sped 
down the road to massive urbanisation.

Mumbai, which has still not arrived at a 
sustainable solution to its slum conundrum, is 
heading the same way. The much-controversial 
Slum Rehabilitation Scheme (SRA) was framed 

for in-situ re-housing of eight lakh families 
over a five year period. Fifteen years down the 
line, barely one lakh families have been shifted 
from shanties to high-rises. The populist and 
politically convenient policy of offering free 
housing under SRA may not have alleviated 
the city’s housing woes but it has certainly 
helped land-starved developers to grab 
prime pockets in the city and construct plush 
apartments next to the now vertical slums.  

Then there are another 50,000 families 
who have been “rehabilitated” over the 
last decade when slew of infrastructure 
projects like the Mumbai Urban Transport 
Project (MUTP), Mumbai Urban Infrastructure 
Project (MUIP), Mithi river development 
and Metro rail project was taken up on 
the land they have been living on3.

Some of the large-scale slum clearance 
projects on the anvil include the resettlement of 
87,000 families meant to unlock the land value 
of Dharavi, 85,000 families for the expansion 
of Mumbai Airport and another 25,000 families 
for upgrading the city’s footpaths. The above 
statistics, however, are only for the people 
who were termed eligible for rehabilitation, 
a criteria that varies depending on whether 
they stay along a road, a river or come in the 
way of a mass transport project. There are no 
cohesive figures on the ineligible families who 
are uprooted from one place only to rebuild 
their shanties somewhere else within the city.

Only slumdwellers who have been in the 
city till 1995 are eligible for rehabilitation under 
the SRA and the footpath clearance schemes. 
The cut-off year for MUIP, Airport project, 
Mithi river project and Dharavi redevelopment 
project is 2000. The only relatively progressive 
scheme that doesn’t resort to arbitrary criteria 
is the World Bank-funded MUTP which takes 
the date of completion of a baseline survey 
as the cut-off date for rehabilitation. 

“This cycle of deprivation is a phenomenon 
unique to Mumbai. Several years down the 
line, we will find the numbers of homeless 
swelling only because even in 2010 we 
didn’t bother to arrive at a rehabilitation 
policy based on meaningful surveys,” says 
Miloon Kothari, former United Nations 
Rapporteur on adequate housing.

The Mumbai Metropolitan Region 
Development Authority (MMRDA) has 
meanwhile recently floated a scheme to 
provide rental housing in the far-flung 
suburbs. The scheme was born out of the 
need to provide cheaper accommodation to 
Mumbai’s burgeoning migrant population 
for whom the dearth of affordable housing 
provides no alternative but to stay in the 
squalor of the slums. However, it didn’t take 
the state government long to give in to 
political wrangling and announce that only 
those who have lived in the MMR for the last 
15 years can avail a rental home, a move that 
defeats the very purpose of the scheme.

The steady and deliberate withdrawal of the 
state from public housing sector is evident in 
the fact that the Maharashtra Housing and Area 
Development Authority (MHADA) which once 
had a sizable land bank of 1,762 hectares, is 
today scrapping the bottom of the barrel with 
only two hectares left. To its credit, MHADA has 
till date constructed two lakh affordable homes 
and is the only succor for lakhs who queue up 
for its 3000-odd houses put up for sale annually.

But every recent policy decision by the 
state government seemed to be designed to 
systematically cripple public housing while 
bolstering creation of wealth in the hands of 
private developers. MHADA’s shrunken land 
bank itself is one of serious fallout of the 
repeal of the Urban Land Ceiling Act (ULCA) 
as the excess land acquired by the state 
government from developers was used by 
MHADA to construct public housing. Even 
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today, vast tracts of prime government land 
is being parceled off to developers under 
the guise of various redevelopment projects 
such as Mantralaya project in Nariman Point, 
Government colony in Bandra East and 
Beggar’s home reconstruction in Chembur. 
The shrinking land reserves in Mumbai is even 
threatening to erase the slum sprawl of Dharavi 
and kill the local enterprise that generates 
an annual turnover of over $ 500 million.4 

In a bid to salvage whatever little is 
remaining, MHADA is now making fervent 
appeals to the government to allow it to take 
up projects like developing one of the five 
sectors of Dharavi and reconstructing the BDD 
chawls on its own instead of handing it over to 
builders. Both projects will allow the housing 
board to create about 15,000 affordable 
houses in addition to re-housing the locals, 
a much better alternative to the land being 
gift wrapped to pander to private greed.

The city is already paying the price of myopic 
government policies where the panacea for 
everything ranging from housing of tenants 
in the old buildings in the island city, slums, 
parking woes, narrow roads and even education 
and healthcare ostensibly lie in the acronym 
FSI. Floor Space Index (FSI) defines the extent 
to which developers can construct on a plot 
and should be ideally dictated by extensive 
planning norms. Over the years, section 33 of 
Mumbai’s Development Control Rules, which 
outlines the provision of additional FSI, has 
been amended to the extent of being abused 
by the state government merely for the sake 
of generously doling out FSI to developers. 
Much needed legislations like the draft 
Maharashtra Housing Regulatory Commission 
Bill, that will go a long way in augmenting 
affordable housing stock and regulating the 
sizes and prices of houses constructed by private 
developers, has been kept in cold storage for 
obvious reasons. As of now, in a city where 

the per capita annual income is not even a 
lakh rupees, the price tag of over Rs 1 lakh for 
per square feet of an apartment in Mumbai’s 
southernmost pockets puts even the filthy rich 
Dubai’s pomposity to shame. After all, a square 
foot in an apartment at Dubai’s Burj Khalifa, the 
world’s tallest tower, comes much cheaper.

Housing stock in Mumbai  No. of flats %

 Less than 25 Lakh  12  0.14% 

25 lakh to 50 Lakh  506  6.00% 

50 lakh to 1 Cr.  3874  47.00% 

1 Cr. to 2 Cr.  2294  28.00% 

More than 2 Cr.  1496  18.00% 

Total  8182

Source: Liases Foras
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