What an incredible and
eclectic mélange of architectural and
environmental heritage independent
Bombay inherited in 1947! And so much
of it has been lost in just six decades due
to unawareness and lack of foresight on
the part of citizens and the authorities.
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Among the treasures the city
could boast of at Independence were
imposing public buildings in varying
styles, from the neo-classical Town
Hall and Mint, the neo-Gothic Victoria
Terminus, University Library and
Convocation Hall and the Royal Alfred
Sailors’ Home, the Indo-Saracenic General
Post Office, Prince of Wales Museum and
Municipal Offices to the Renaissance
Institute of Science and any number of
colonial bungalows. In the 1930s, during
the building boom, the city acquired
an array of Art Deco architecture – the
second largest in the world after Miami.
But there were a number of significant
structures from a period much earlier
than that of British and Portuguese rule
rangin from ancient cave temples such
as Elephanta, Kanheri, Jogeshwari,
Mahakali and Mandapeshwar to
innumerable temples, deras, fire temples,
durgahs and churches. There were also
picturesque gaothans and wadis, saltpans,
mangroves and a wonderful coastline.
The post-Independence decade
was a challenging one for the city with
thousands of refugees arriving from
Sindh and West Punjab in Pakistan. It
was also a period of reassessment and
consolidation for the central and state
governments, when planning directions
were unclear and objectives were being
defined and re-oriented. In Bombay,
the move to the suburbs and eventually

into the Greater Bombay region, whose
limits extended beyond the island city,
was an outcome of the response to the
growing pressure on the central city.
The pressure on land came not
only from the influx of refugees but also
due to the rapidly growing population.
Housing became a key priority and every
effort was made to tackle the problem.
However, in the process more and more
heritage structures including innumerable
bungalows were lamentably demolished
to make way for new multi-storied
housing. This was essentially due to
a total lack of awareness about the
importance of preserving architecturally
aesthetic and historically and culturally
relevant buildings, artefacts and precincts.
In earlier decades, strict design
controls had been mandated for new
construction. For example, Horniman
(formerly Elphinstone) Circle, developed in
the 1860s, identical façades and heights
were prescribed for the complex, which
was characterised by the provision of
a covered arcade at the ground level.
Similarly, in 1898,thr western side of the
Hornby Road (now D Naoroji Road) was
developed under public design controls
imposed by the Bombay City Improvement
Trust). There were no restrictions on
the designs of the facades, which were
conceived and built by different architects,
but each building was required to have
an arcade, which acted as the physical
and visual element that tied together the
varying architectural styles, resulting in
a splendid urban design composition. In
Ballard Estate, developed by the Port Trust
between 1908 and 1914 as a business
district, control guidelines were mandated
for the first 43 blocks of office buildings,

most of which were designed in a
‘European Renaissance’ spirit. The Estate
featured uniformity of building design,
heights and architectural styles. Even
as late as the mid-1930s, the Backbay
Reclamation scheme, the builder had to
comply not only with Municipal bylaws
but also a number of special Building
Rules stipulated by the Government for
the scheme. The situation of buildings,
their purpose, their structural design,
finish and colour were all governed by
these rules. The Backbay Reclamation
thus served as a fine example of a
judiciously controlled building area.
Unfortunately, in postIndependence construction, Development
Control rules only stipulated what
was permissible but laid down no
guidelines for any design controls. As
a result, the city acquired a plethora
of unimaginatively designed and
monotonous public and private buildings.
In the 1960s, with the bifurcation of the
former Bombay Presidency into Gujarat
and Maharashtra, the city became the
capital of Maharashtra. In the renewed
fervour of living in free India and a new
State, political activists smashed and
damaged innumerable marble and
bronze statues of Englishmen, without
realising their intrinsic worth in terms
of international antique prices and their
heritage value as priceless works of art.
From the 1970s, in the process
of repairing dilapidated buildings,
the Mumbai Building Repair and
Reconstruction Board insensitively
repaired many heritage buildings, thus
destroying their inherent character.
Alarmed with the rapid depletion of the
city’s heritage, a group of concerned
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citizens, architects, historians and NGOs
came together and prepared a preliminary
list of buildings and precincts that
needed to be preserved after considering
their architectural, historical, aesthetic
and cultural and social importance. A
committee of experts reviewed their
report and presented it to the Minister for
Urban Development in February 1992.
In the milestone year 1995,
Bombay became the first city in the
country to amend the Development
Control Rules by introducing Regulation 67
and legislating the Heritage Regulations
for Greater Bombay. Thus, 615 structures
and precincts were classified as heritage
and graded into four categories – I, IIA, IIB
and III, taking into account their historic,
architectural or social significance. This
enactment and the appointment of an
advisory body known as the Mumbai
Heritage Conservation Committee
(MHCC) has afforded much needed legal
protection to heritage. Further impetus
was provided with the formation of, the
MMR Heritage Conservation Committee
to promotes research and further listings
of heritage structures and precincts in
Mumbai and the Metropolitan Region.
The State Archeology Department and
the Archeological Survey of India have
also been actively involved in protecting,
restoring and maintaining heritage.
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Ironically, however, beginning
from the late 1990s, under the guise of
‘development’ and pressure from the
builders’ lobby, the land mafia and textile
mill owners, the very authorities such
as the Urban Development Department,
MCGM or MMRDA that had legislated and
promoted heritage regulations, began
to look with an attitude bordering on
contempt at heritage and the environment.
New policies such as the amendments
to DCR Section 58 or Section 33(7) have
resulted in the loss of several Grade III
structures and precincts and the loss of
valuable textile mill structures, chimney
stacks and water bodies. Meanwhile,
an additional list commissioned by
the MM Heritage Society awaits
urgently required legislation.
Further, there has been
considerable loss in terms of destruction
of mangroves and the loss of many
open spaces with the Government now
eyeing salt pans for further development.
So far, the only recourse that citizens
have had to the wanton destruction of
heritage has been through Public Interest
Litigation. Solutions for conservation
and restoration of the city’s heritage
perhaps lie in giving more powers to the
MHCC and in creating a Heritage Fund,
especially for privately owned structures,
to aid the process of conservation.
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