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Traffic is cited by opinion polls as 
the most troubling aspect of life in 
Mumbai. Traffic jams have now spread 
in many suburbs of Mumbai and they 
are no more restricted to peak hr peak 
direction. High investment with long 
gestation metro/monorail projects are 
getting delayed beyond the tolerance 
of an otherwise patient city. People also 
realize that while such solutions may 
improve mobility for two corridors, it 

will not materially address the rapidly 
escalating traffic congestion all over 
the city and for increasing no. of hours 
during the day. This piece aims at 
putting the worsening traffic congestion 
leading to gridlock in the next 3 years 
in a perspective and the measures that 
we have consistently ignored but must 
be implemented with seriousness and 
urgency to mitigate this impending 
disaster waiting to happen.

Many experts and consultants who 
predicted that the population of Greater 
Mumbai itself will continue to grow at 
2% + pa. during the decade – 2001-
2011, are  proved quite  wrong. The 
census showed that the population in the 
island city actually shrank by 5.75% to 
31.46 lakhs. The population in suburbs 
grew only by 8.9% to 93.32lakhs in the 
decade.  Population in Greater Mumbai 
as a whole grew only by 3.25% in the 
decade ending 2011 as compared 
to 19% in the previous decade. The 
growth rate for population in Thane 
for example declined from 55% in 
the previous decade but still remained 
quite high at 36% in the latest decade! 

On the other hand, no of cars increased 
from 3.08 lakh  in 1991 to  4.54 lakhs 
in 2001 (an increase of 47%). In the 
decade ending 2010, the no of cars 
increased further by 54% to 7.59 lakhs. 

No. of two wheelers grew by 134% 
to 13.02 lakhs in 2010 as compared 
to 103% in the previous decade! It 
is observed that a large no: of cars 
registered in Thane,  Panvel, Vashi and 
Pune are actually plying in Mumbai and 
thus no of cars and the growth rate in 
Mumbai is under reported. The growth 
in passenger trips on rail network is 
due to more coaches per train and 
more trains and up gradation of harbor 
branch network. But stagnancy in 
bus trips is surely a cause of worry.  
On the other hand, the entire loss from 
BEST has been more than made up 
by private transport with max growth 
in two wheelers. We believe that the 
growth in rail passengers is primarily 
in the north of Andheri and Thane. 
The traffic congestion has grown so 
perceptibly by an increase in the share 
of cars/taxies by only 4%. Overall 
growth in trips is about 20% for  

WHY AND HOW TRAFFIC CONGESTION HAS 
INCREASED IN MUMBAI?
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A SHIFT TO PRIVATE TRANSPORT IN NO OF 
PASSENGER TRIPS

10-years. Now if this trend continues 
in the next decade, we can imagine 
what will happen to our road networks.  
In fact, with the shrinkage of off peak 
hours, the growth during peak hours 
is not much (although it needs to be 
studied with a systematic traffic peak hr 
peak dir traffic counts – which has not 
been done in any scientific manner.) 
We need to assess the impact of rapid 
motorization of Mumbai spurred by 
high rises being away from the main 

rail and road corridors and with a 
trend for many families to have two 
or three cars – aided by the supply 
oriented parking policy which provides 
free fsi for two cars per flat above  
700 sq ft area.  Under SRA schemes, 
where  there were no cars in the 
slums, new high rises are coming up in 
addition to the rehabilitation of slums in 
a vertical manner on the same spot thru  
higher fsi !

Year--> 2001-02 2011-12

Mode of Travel No. Lakhs % No. Lakhs %

Trains 57 49 73 51

BEST Buses 41 35 37 26

Autos / Taxies 6 5 10 7

Cars 8 7 13 9

Two  Wheelers 4 3 9 6

Total 116 100 142 100

Passenger trips per day
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Following table provides an estimate 
of what Mumbaikars spend for 
transport within the city. This is based 
on income figures from railways & 
BEST and estimates of daily trips, 
distances covered, fares for autos and 
taxies as well as the cost of fuel and 

cost of vehicles, taxation, insurance, 
depreciation, interest, cost of driver 
and fuel etc.

Bus Fleet Utilization – Efficiency Indicators

From Basic Transport Statistics for Mumbai Metro Region compiled by MMRDA and 
responses received from BEST to RTI queries

Following table shows the effect of 
congestion on the performance of 
buses, in terms of the no.of trips/bus/
day or the no.of km/bus/day which 
have reduced considerably, showing 
that just adding buses in the fleet is not 
enough. Unless they get space to drive, 

they can’t be fast enough and, as a 
result, no new passengers are attracted 
to buses. Earlier, table has shown that 
how growth is quite rapid in rail usage 
(thanks to addition of more coaches per 
train) and in personal mode such as 
cars, taxies/autos and two wheelers.

1990-91 2001-02 2009-10 2011-12 2012-13

AC Non AC

Buses in fleet 2712 3380 4313 4719 260 4460

No of buses on Rd. 2143 3075 3645 4083 195 3638

No.of pass trips/ 
bus/day

41 41 44 37 0.43 35

Total pass.trips/ 
day- laks

2307 1321 1199 1204 223 999

No.of pass.trips/ 
bus/day

209 210 190 170 188 189

No.of km/bus/day 2117 5874 6442 6933 9175 8670
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As can be seen from the above, 
Mumbai spends approx Rs 38,000 cr 
pa (before the recent rises in fuel cost – 
today it must be well above Rs 40,000 
cr) on transportation of people. Bicycle 
trips (which cost very little and walking 
trips which cost nothing) are excluded 
from the above. From above, while 
public transport does still carry 78% 
of passenger trips, its revenue share is 

barely 5% (its share in land used is not 
any more either!) And this aspect must 
be considered seriously.

It is interesting to note that while Nano 
– a car expected to revolutionize the 
transport in the cities with its low price 
and consequent easier affordability, has 
not been selling much, during the last 
three years, avg purchase price of cars 

Very Low Share of Expenditure by Users on Public Transport

Year Mode
Est.pass trips km/vehicle Annual Exp.

No. of 
VehiclesLaks/

Day % Per Day val-rs 
cr %

2008-09 Suburban 
Railways

74 40 n.a 1143 3 n.a

2009-10 BEST 43 23 190 km 857 2 4200

current Taxies * 10 5 120 km 3360 9 55000

current Auto  
Rikshaws

15 8 100 km 4200 11 110000

current Private  
Taxies

3 2 120 km 776 2 10000

current Private Cars   16 9 30 km 24000 62 800,000

Two  
wheelers

24 13 20 km 4080 11 1200000

Total 185 100 38416 100

For suburban railways and BEST , Basic transport statistics published by MMRDA
we have made working and indicative estimates based on some assumptions regarding  
usage  for other modes so that some meaningful comparison can be made. In case 
of railways and BEST, we have taken their revenue as the total annual expenditure. 
Whereas in case of private modes, we have taken avg purchase price and worked 
out the interest, depreciation, cost of driver as well as taxes, insurance and fuel. For 
taxies and autos, it is based on their daily mileage and earnings.
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Avg. purchase price (Rs.lakhs) of Private Cars in Mumbai

Year Personal Registration Corporate Registration

2008 - 09 6.66   9.20

2009 - 10 6.77 10.81

2010 - 11 7.67 12.43

in Mumbai is much higher than cheaper 
cars like Nano and Maruti Alto. The avg 
price is quite high and it is increasing 
while the overall prices of cars are 
not increasing due to competition, 
buyers prefer more expensive cars-

especially corporate registration which 
attracts higher road tax (14% vs 7%) 
as compared to private registration, 
the avg price for this segment is higher  
and increasing.

As the gap between the diesel and 
petrol gets larger, the proportion of 
diesel using cars is increasing as can 
be seen from the following table. We 
understand during the last twelve 
months, this trends increasingly favoring 

diesel cars every quarter. Typically the 
cars that run higher miles per day, 
tend to choose diesel using cars for 
the obvious reason. It is time that we 
address this issue in a logical manner.

April-March 2009-10 2010-11 2011-12

Nos. % Nos. % Nos. %

Petrol 34284 79 50769 76 35437 64

Diesel 8370 19 15630 23 18325 33

CNG 817 2 715 1 1620 3

Total 43471 100 67114 100 55382 100

No.of Petrol, Diesel and CNG cars sold in Mumbai 
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While the government and its agencies 
have presented us  various mobility 
improvements projects such as metro/
mono rail, eastern freeway, coastal 
road linking Versova with Nariman 
point and Sewree – Nhava sea link, 
there is no proposal for traffic restraints, 
introduction of technology or discipline, 
improvement or promotion of non 
motorized transport – walking and 
bicycles. While rail projects will cost 
a lot of money and time and won’t 
really make a difference to most parts 
of Mumbai for at least next 8-years, we 
have considered their impact. Similarly, 

coastal road will also consume 8-years 
and Rs 8000 cr and hence we have 
not considered this ambitious project. 
Eastern freeway will be completed, 
hopefully, next year but it is a 4 lane 
– mostly elevated road and with few 
connections and hence its impact on 
congestion reduction will be minimal.  
We are considering below the projects 
and policies that have been neglected 
but can have significant positive impact 
in the short period of two years and 
which can usher a virtuous cycles and 
hence they have been discussed.

GOVERNANCE FOCUSED BOUQUET OF SOLUTIONS 
TO GROWING TRAFFIC CONGESTION:
What are the steps to be taken to 
improve on congestion which leads 
to colossal waste of time, & cost to 
users as well the city in the form of 
fuel subsidies, emissions and tensions 
for lakhs of Mumbaikars  every day? 
For road transport, Govt efforts have 
focused on large investment projects 
such as road widening, flyovers, eastern 
freeway,  extension of sea links/coastal 
road    from Versova to Bandra so that 
entire west coast will have a garland 
of an expressway in the sea on which 
2000 to 3000  cars/hr (equivalent to 
30 - 60 buses) will zip at a speed of 
50 km/hr   at a cost  of Rs 300 cr /km. 
In any case, long term improvement 
in mobility thru metro/mono rail and 
above road projects are not going to  

make any difference to the worsening 
traffic congestion today or at least next 
four years! It is important to remember 
that Mobility and congestion are 
two different problems requiring two 
different sets of solutions. Mitigation of 
traffic congestion is actually possible 
although no govt authority shows any 
real interest in addressing this problem 
or even seriously discussing the 
same. If we want to distinctly reduce 
the congestion and work towards 
sustainable transportation, let us first 
consider  the commuting – a major and 
the most essential part of mobility  in 
a city. Following solutions need to be 
considered for this purpose.
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1. Staggered working hours: Can be 
an important component of the solution. 
Staggering working hours for large 
office complexes at South Mumbai, 
Worli and central Mumbai, BKC, 
Andheri East,   Kandivali etc where 
more than 40,000 employees work. 
Based on commuting origin/destination 
surveys, it is possible to stagger starting 
hours from 8.00 to 10.30 am to make 
significant difference. This will not only 
reduce the traffic but enable the buses 
to make two round trips (one long and 
one short) in the morning and evening 
by stretched commuting hours! This 
will similarly stretch the evening hours 
starting from 4 pm and this can make 
buses – BEST or private contract very 
productive and profitable. There will be 
common hours for all offices between 
10.30 am to 4 pm. This can benefit 
more than one lakh commuters without 
any extra investment in buses because 
this uses existing buses more fully. The 
weather in Mumbai is quite favorable 
for such time table – never too hot and 
never too cold! Is it not a solutions 
worth trying by state govt, municipality 
and leading chambers of commerce?

2. Work towards reducing distances 
between residences and work places 
This will involve encouraging more, 
smaller and distributed work places 
to be located in residential areas (this 
can be incentivized thru property 
taxes and fsi)  so that there could be 
more pedestrian and bicycle trips as a 
larger proportion of work trips could be 
within short distances. It is important 
and possible although it would take 

time but one must not forget this most 
fundamental solution for which internet, 
video conferencing and similar 
technologies are contributing.

3. Making personal transport costly 
and difficult by reducing direct/indirect 
subsidies make personal transport costly 
and difficult by reducing direct/indirect 
subsidies make personal transport (as 
compared to public transport) is a very 
potent solution. And by the same token, 
make non motorized transport distinctly 
worthwhile, easy, possible, modern 
and something worth emulating.  
For example, we should build bicycle 
lanes between main residential areas/
shopping centers to railway station 
and BRTS stops and provide parking 
for bikes at a fraction of cost – rather 
than provide cheap and easy parking 
for many cars. Bike parking can be 
vertical under the metro rail – requires 
height of 8 ft for three tiers and we 
can park 12 bikes in place of one 
car parking space. We can think of 
levying a congestion surcharge for 
people coming to South Mumbai – at JJ 
flyover and Pedder Rd to be paid only 
by private cars and taxies during peak 
hours /peak direction sufficiently to 
reduce the traffic volume but providing 
a high frequency high quality bus 
service to take care of the people who 
will find it expensive to travel by car. 
We can use IT for the same so that 
there is no queue for paying toll. This 
is an example of how to make people 
pay for the profligate use of the scarce  
road space.
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4. Systematize & vigorously promote 
the car pooling and taxi and auto share 
It needs a lot of signage, comprehensive 
incentivisation thru lower parking fees, 
reward points software facilitation.

5. Reduce road space use per 100 
persons BRTS, BRTS in Mumbai is not 
just an alternative but perhaps the only 
alternative. Shift from cars to buses 
thru restraint on the use of cars and 
thru improvement in the quality, speed, 
frequency, reliability and use of info 
technology and bus priority. We do not 
think there are any short term measures 
for improving the rail network and hence 
we have kept the rail network out of this  
limited purview.

6. Reform in street tax Which is 
currently levied @15% of the rateable 
value of property and  loaded onto  
the base  property tax. Why should 
we not disentangle it from property tax 
base.  By separating street tax from the 
controversial and archaic property tax 
will allow this tax to become more of a 

user fee to be collected only from the 
privately owned motor vehicles – in 
effect, serving as a direct fee for using 
the scarce road space . This fee should 
be applicable to all motor vehicles 
registered in Mumbai metro region and 
available to all the municipalities to 
be used against expenditure on road 
maintenance, traffic and discipline 
management. This fee should be @1% 
p.a. of purchase price   to be deposited 
directly in a dedicated bank account 
by the owner annually. With good 
accounting system and vehicle dbase, 
it can be done in a seamless foolproof 
manner with very low cost of collection.  
No need for  any staff for collection of 
this fee as it can be totally automated. 
The basic fee can be enhanced by 
0.5% for diesel and gas using vehicles 
(and decreased by the same amount 
for electric or hybrid vehicles. Once we 
have a proper data base in place, we 
can add another 0.5% for each addl 
vehicle per flat or family – based on 
administrative convenience.
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7. Parking  is a fulcrum issue In 
Indian cities generally and in Mumbai 
particularly, we need parking as a 
restrain measure simply because we 
have extremely limited road space 
! In a classic treatise – High Cost of 
Free Parking – written by Prof Donald 
Schoup , the author says that allowing 
market driven pricing of parking is more 
applicable in countries like India and 
not only America and Europe ! More 
and more progressive countries and 
cities are  recognizing  that demand 
management for the road space is the 
single most important focus that we 
must adopt to ensure environmental and 
economic issues such as fuel subsidies. 
We should not think of parking as 
an infra structure which needs to be 
provided at a great subsidy or that land 
cost for parking should not considered 
as if it is a railway station or public 

park. We need to ensure that there 
is proper space for buses to ply in a 
speedy and reliable manner. This will 
be only possible when the parking is 
regulated based on the availability of 
appropriate road space and market 
driven pricing of parking place so 
that users will not bring cars if they 
realize that there is limited availability 
and a market driven price. When the 
prices of flats and offices have gone 
us by several times during the last two 
decades, why parking cost doesn’t go 
up in the same manner? This will allow 
the use of parking to only those who 
can afford such prices in the fewer and 
well marked places and the balance 
of the people can pool the cars or use 
buses which require much less space, 
fuel per person. Today, there are only 
about 10,000 paid parking spaces. 
About 200,000 cars and other vehicles 
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are parked free – sometimes right on the 
bus stops or at turning where parking is 
to be strictly avoided. Can we convert 
up to 50,000 spaces under pay n park 
with properly marked boxes and with a 
tariff ranging from Rs 15 to Rs 30 per 
hour and no concession for long term 
parking. We should introduce meters; 
pre paid cards and other instruments 
and ensure that there is bigger fine 
for wrong and illegal parking and an 
independent department working under 
traffic police with a separate staff to 
apprehend wrong parking in a serious 
manner. We should provide manpower, 
cameras and fining system sufficiently 
strong that it has a deterrence value. 
This is a revenue generating activity 
and we should not treat it as a minor 
aspect. Good parking management 
can be a game changer in a period 
of few months. It requires collective 
will not only from the political class 
and bureaucracy but also from the 
chattering classes in a city.

8. Area paid night parking: We also 
need to ensure that area night parking 
should be on payment basis and that 
too on roads, where systematic, marked 
and organized parking is provided. 
Just because old buildings don’t have 
parking spaces doesn’t mean that the 
residents get a right to “free parking”. 
Parking is a privilege and not a right. 
Further, such paid parking (where 
available in the night with a priority 
for residents in the area) will pave the 
way for restricting further purchase of 
a car only if he has assured private 

or approved parking place. Paid 
area night parking is a first step in  
that direction.

9. Appropriate fines: To provide serious 
deterrence for unsafe and selfish 
driving / parking behaviour, we need 
the fines to sensible levels. Current fines 
are 30 years old and have remained 
unchanged. Can we justify such 
antiquated fines? If we use IT and make 
people realize that there is much less 
chance for them to evade the fines, 
there will be a radical improvement in 
the behaviour of drivers and owners 
of vehicles. Without delay, the level 
of fines must be increased and there 
should be a provision for higher level, if 
there is repeat offence.

10. Use of IT for Discipline Compliance: 
Using CCTV systems/computers and 
dbase  to apprehend violators of traffic 
rules such as respecting traffic lights, 
no overtaking from left , respecting 
pedestrian crossing and lane discipline 
will be another game changer. It cant 
be delayed or taken lightly. The kind 
of volumes and traffic offences that 
we witness requires only IT approach 
to put fear in the minds of drivers that 
they cant get away with violating traffic 
rules and that is actually possible if we 
use IT effectively. If we develop a dbase 
and link camera system to a dedicated 
server and develop electronic challans 
and higher and rising fines and 
adequate systems and machinery 
to make compliance effective and 
deterrence powerful enough to improve 
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and calm the traffic materially. I am 
not adding the obvious need for road 
markings, signages, improving traffic 
junctions etc. These are the basic non 
controversial requirements but even 
they are neglected.

11. Low cost high value initiatives: It 
is important that we initiate a no. of 
small but very important reforms such 
as extensive high quality road signages 
such as marking of lanes, parking 
spaces, pedestrian crossing and other 
traffic signs in a bright luminous style. 
There should be no economy for road 
barriers, bus stops and buses carrying 
route and destination information, 
arrival of next bus to be electronically 
available at bus stops as well as on 
mobile applications. We need to collect, 
process, share and use   traffic related 
info and data on fuel sales, vehicle 
registration trends, traffic counts, trip 
share data, parking trends and traffic 
and road space inventory.

Where do we go from here ? 

If we don’t get serious, we will get 
into a gridlock in no time. There is 
very little time for the govt to put its 
act together and usher a virtuous cycle 
for traffic restraint, management and 
calming in Mumbai. This has to be a 
non partisan issue. We should prepare 
a comprehensive white paper as the 
deteriorating traffic condition can kill 
the dreams of this city to be a world 
class city. And let us really think of Aam 
Admi who walks or uses bus or trains in 

a serious manner and not fool ourselves 
by building flyovers, widening roads, 
building coastal roads or rail lines on 
top of existing railway. Money cant be 
a problem. We should generate the 
revenue from the road space guzzlers 
and plough it into sustainable traffic 
and road use.
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