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Introduction
The concern of this paper is a ‘local policy space’ – a space for 
the city to evolve responses appropriate to its environment 
and specific challenges presented by the same. In the current 
context, where centralised narrative attempts to replace local 
agency, paying lip-service to decentralisation, the paper seeks to 
offer a counterpoint that asserts the value of locally generated 
and adapted policy space. This counterpoint is in variance with 
previous analyses of urban policy in India. Most narratives of 
urban policy in India are Delhi- centric, in the sense that they 
emanate from and are modelled on Delhi. Consequentially, 
urban policy/ies are typically constructed around a homogenised 
understanding of problems, and solutions are proposed through 
a homogenised framework as well. Such narratives that include 
both, a reading by academics- Batra (2009) and Ramchandran 
(1989) for example or, policy documents such as Five Year Plans, 
schemes etc– pre-empt the possibility of any significant policy 
initiatives coming out of states and in turn, cities. 

Mumbai offers an extremely interesting counterpoint to such 
homogenised understanding and evolution of urban policy in 
the country. For one, it is a city without any of Delhi’s privileges 
in terms of resources and thereby, has a governance experience 
that is more typical of Indian cities. Secondly, as a city that has 
attracted significant migration, it has faced several challenges 
such as uncontrolled growth, significant expansion of slums, and 
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substantial poverty much in advance of several other cities in 
the country. It is also a city that cannot expand physically due to 
natural and historical reasons. The city aka state2 thus, pioneered 
new policy initiatives, adapted or resisted central dictates and 
attempted to create a policy narrative much more suited to the city. 
Historical factors have led the city to develop this ‘agency’ which has 
eroded over time.

We first trace the broad contours of the ‘Delhi’ narrative and 
then, present the Mumbai counterpoint to this narrative. This is 
done by presenting two cases- one, policies linked to slums which 
have been pioneered in the city; and two, urban poverty redressal 
programmes where the city corporation resisted and attempted 
to adapt centralised programmes. Policies piloted in the city 
are seen to be based upon an insightful understanding of its 
dynamics. They are seen to be implementable and, to that extent, 
effective. On the other hand, centralised policy that does not 
recognise ‘local policy space’ results in subversions of policy and a 
distortion of intended impacts.

The Delhi narrative
‘Urban Development’ is a subject in the state list. In the complex 
federal relations of India, this means that urban development 
is the domain of state governments. The central government, 
however, has played a key role in piloting model laws, creating 
institutions with expertise, schemes, creating policies3 and, in 
recent years in using financial aid to incentivise policy reforms. 
In the ‘Delhi’ narrative of urban policy, the central government 
is seen to be the discourse leader, demonstrator, agenda setter 
playing the role of general steering while state governments 
follow and implement them. Urban local governments are the 
lowest in the hierarchy, being agencies of states.

As a place, Delhi is a city that has received the attention of 

“  In the 'Delhi' 
narrative of urban 
policy, the central 
government is 
seen to be the 
discourse leader, 
demonstrator 
and agenda 
setter, while state 
governments 
follow and 
implement 
them.”
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policy makers and enjoys substantive access to central resources 
and expertise. It is also a complex governance site with 
intersecting dynamics of local, state and central governments 
besides other institutions. Its experience of master planning, 
large scale land acquisition, and the role of the state in housing 
has formed the basis for many a policy in the country. It is also 
a seat of power and institutions such as the National Institute 
of Urban Affairs (NIUA), National Buildings Organisation (NBO), 

Table 1: Trends in Indian Urban Policy

Phase Concerns and focal points Major actions Approach to issues of slums and 
Urban poverty

Independence to 
Third Five Year 
Plan

-Refugees
-Employee housing
-Slums 
-Building institutional 
architecture

New institutions such as NBO, TCPO 
set up
Several schemes for refugee, 
employee and social housing  

Slums are seen as exceptions and 
a national disgrace, hence to be 
cleared and resettled in other places 
but with minimum dislocation. 
Slum Clearance Act(1956) 
Poverty itself seen as a national 
attribute to be dealt with through 
development

Fourth to Sixth 
Five Year Plan  

-Financial sustainability of 
institutions
-Deconcentration of large cities 
& Metros 
-Public management of Land

Urban – rural relationship committee 
set up
IDSMT scheme launched
Urban Land Ceiling 

Mid 1980s to Mid 
1990s 

-Devolution to local bodies
-Encouraging private initiative 
-Urbanisation seen as positive 

65th CAA outlining first move 
towards decentralisation presented
National Commission on 
Urbanisation commissioned 
Creation of National Housing bank 
to boost capital investment in 
housing
Urban poverty alleviation schemes 
introduced 
New clauses in ULCRA for bringing in 
private capital

No shift in policy towards slums 
Urban poverty recognised as an 
issue and schemes for the same 
such as Urban Basic Services(UBS), 
Nehru Rozgar Yojana(NRY) and 
subsequently Suvarna Jayanti 
Shahari Swarozgar Yojana (SJSRY) 
initiated 

Post 2000 -Urbanisation seen as growth 
engine
-Increasing role of central 
government funding for urban 
infrastructure 
-Need to bring in private and 
foreign capital to make cities 
competitive 

Task forces on housing shortage 
JNNURM launched, followed by 
Smart Cities mission. Several policies 
with urban focus – housing, FDI, SEZ, 
DMIC initiated. Focus on reforms in 
legislation, governance to enable 
entry of capital. Housing for all 
Smart cities mission

Slum Census initiated as part of 
census, National Sample Survey 
Organisation too begins to collect 
statistics on living conditions in 
slums and on urban poverty 
Some components of slum 
upgradation in the JNNURM but 
more concertedly in Rajiv Awas 
Yojana(RAY) introduced in 2009.
National Urban Livelihood 
Mission launched for multifaceted 
intervention in urban poverty 

Source: Table prepared by the author based on Shaw (1996) and Batra (2009)
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and Town and Country Planning Organisation (TCPO) that 
provide the knowledge and technical expertise feeding into 
policy processes. The Delhi narrative is an amalgam of policies 
experimented with in the city, but equally of the schemes, 
documents, plans and directives emanating from Delhi for the 
‘urban development’ of India.

We now trace the direction and overall timeline of policies, 
emanating from the Delhi narrative, reflected in the writings of 
Batra (2009) and Shaw (1996). Both follow a similar classification 
of phased division, though Batra extends the timeline to more 
contemporary years.

The above trends and timelines of policies are seen as 
evolving in a linear manner with no differentiation in what 
happens in states and cities. The Delhi narrative suggests that 
the predominant policy framework to deal with slums till 2001 
has been clearance, though it was softened with the introduction 
of Environmental Improvement in 1972-73. The next significant 
intervention, with respect to slums, is a slum policy that lived a 
short life as a draft in 1999 and then the Slum Census conducted 
in 2001. Intervention with respect to urban poverty begins 
concertedly only in the mid-1980s with the Nehru Rozgar Yojana. 
Some of the points of change are highly disruptive. For example, 
a change from slum clearance to improvement potentially 
necessitates a different mindset; similarly, the Rajiv Awas Yojana 
to Housing for All has completely different imaginations of the 
role of the state. 

It is also interesting to note that, changes in policy and how 
to implement them, are seen as substantive, almost academic 
exercises that occur in a void with hardly any reference to 
the past, and to the trajectory and capacities of cities and 
institutions. There is no systematic review of what is happening 
in various cities, nor is there a documentation of ‘how ‘the central 
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programmes/projects have been actually implemented and 
lessons learned. The assumption is that implementation is as 
per Central directives, evaluation is in terms of deviation from 
directives and targets achieved.  There is, thus, a tendency to 
homogenise the urban experience; in fact, variation is seen as a 
problem to be countered through policy. As the role of central 
government in funding has increased since the 2000s, such 
homogenising tendencies have acquired more power. They offset 
the narrative of decentralisation and devolution of power to the 
local level which gained prominence in this period elsewhere 
in the world. We, therefore, use the ‘Delhi narrative’ trope to 
represent the understanding of policy as emanating from Delhi 
and being unquestioningly implemented in all cities of the 
country.

Policy response to slums: A ‘local' Policy Space
Multiple factors have resulted in Mumbai emerging as a place 
where the phenomenon of slums or informal settlements has 
evolved in a particularly intense manner. These have to do with 
the labour market as well as the land and housing market. 
Mumbai is the un-ordained industrial and commercial capital 
of India; as such, it is a city that has been the centre of economic 
opportunity for a widening span of regions from where it has 
drawn migrants. Further, since the major economic activity 
focused around manufacturing, the trajectories of migration in 
the post-independence period spanned across skill, caste and 
class groups, with a substantive proportion of unskilled, less 
educated and low caste groups. The position of these groups 
on the lower rungs of a segmented labour market meant that 
while there was some degree of mobility for most; earnings were 
uncertain and inadequate to invest in the formal housing market. 
The housing market, in turn, conditioned by the constrained 

“  There is thus 
a tendancy to 
homogenise 
the urban 
experience; in 
fact, variation is 
seen as a problem 
to be countered 
through policy.”
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geography and limited state interventions, was one that could not 
offer legal or formal housing options for these sections. A parallel 
housing development of slums locating themselves on insecure 
lands, constructing houses and developing settlements in an 
incremental mode thus, began dotting the city in the last phases 
of the colonial and then increasingly, in the post-independence 
period. Similar developments were also experienced in other 
cities in the country but in Mumbai, in an intense manner.

As per the Delhi narrative, the initial policy response to slums 
was that of clearance which gave way to partial tolerance of slums 
only in 1973 with the EIUS. Clearance was the dominant policy 
action in Mumbai as well. However, initiatives towards ‘more 
positive’ policy actions also had begun to emerge in the city since 
the emergence of the provincial governments in 1935. Thus, the 
first Chief Minister of the Bombay province, Balasaheb Kher, gave 
long term lease plots to the ‘khatiks’(butchers) from khatikwadi 
in Bandra, where he began his public service. ‘Navyojana Sadan’ 
was one of the first slum redevelopment projects undertaken in 
the city in 1965. Simultaneously, there were several strong ‘slum 
movements’ affiliated to trade unions in the city. 

The struggle by Baburao Umbarkar to stop the eviction of slum 
dwellers may, perhaps, be one of the first struggles of dwellers in 
the city. While the Communist and Republican Parties, respectively, 
launched several struggles and formed organisations of slum 
dwellers, sections of the then dominant Congress too, were 
sympathetic to the cause of slums. Thus, P. K. Kurne, as chairperson 
of the Standing Committee, undertook moves towards regularising 
slums and providing them services. The scene was thus, set for a 
legal initiative in the form of the Slum Declaration, Clearance and 
Improvement Act, 1971. This was the first such Act in the country, a 
piece of legislation that contained extremely progressive provisions 
such as procedures and modalities of ‘declaration’ of slums, the 

“  Mumbai's housing 
market, in turn 
conditioned by 
the constrained 
geography and 
limited state 
interventions, was 
one that could 
not offer legal or 
formal housing 
options for these 
sections.”
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“ There was 
hardly any 
implementation 
of the Act till 
1976 when a 
definitive policy 
initiative for 
consolidating 
claims of  slum 
sweallers in 
Mumbai was 
undertaken This 
was the Slum 
Census.”

possibility of slum dwellers acquiring land etc. The central scheme 
of improvement, which came to the city in 1973, not only came two 
years behind, but also, fell far short of such provisions in the act. 
However, there was hardly any implementation of the Act till 1976 
when a definitive policy initiative that created a strong foundation 
for consolidating claims of slum dwellers in Mumbai was 
undertaken. This was the Slum Census undertaken on 4th January 
1976. On a single day, over 8,000 enumerators surveyed, numbered 
every hutment, collected the data pertaining to size, occupants, 
monthly income and land survey numbers of all slum households 
in the city, collected money and issued photo-passes to them. 

The significance of this initiative is manifold. Firstly, it created 
an authentic database of slum population, and the lands on 
which they were located, which would be an essential input for 
policy – both, for provision of services and for preventing newer 
developments or undertaking evictions. Second, it created a base 
on which claims could be made by slum dwellers. The photo-pass 
was not a legal assurance of tenure, but, it was a de facto recognition 
of the existence of the slum and the occupant which subsequently 
resulted in the expansion of their claims in the future. It is to be 
noted that, a separate Slum Census with a much more limited 
purpose was, introduced, along with the Census at the national 
level only in 2001. Another interesting aspect of the Slum Census 
in Mumbai was the inclusion of slums on private lands, thereby 
establishing their existence and claims, something which is not 
seen in other cities in the country. The city-scale exercise was 
meticulously planned and executed. 

It must be noted that all subsequent efforts to either collect 
data or to issue identity cards such as photo-passes never reached 
this level of ambition and have been based upon this baseline. In 
fact, the Slum Census introduced at the national level in 2001 has 
tended to undermine the number of slums and slum dwellers in 
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Mumbai and has fewer data points.
The Slum Act and the Census may be seen as an essentially 

‘local’ policy initiative; it is also a result of a conjuncture of time –
place – people.  The time – the period of Emergency, marked by the 
need to counter an overwhelming ethos of negativity around the 
same through positive socially progressive actions (Srinivas,1991); 
the place – Mumbai, where slums could not be ignored as a 
constituency and whose rapid development was a threat to be 
controlled and people, alongside a constellation of relatively 
progressive, efficient politicians and officers as Housing Minister, 
Chief Secretary of the State, Housing Secretary, Collector and 
chief of Housing Board. It is also interesting to note that this same 
constellation of ‘progressive’ people at the helm was unable to put 
in place an effective implementation mechanism for an ambitious 
act like Urban Land Ceiling and Regulation Act (ULCRA), as noted by 
Faizan (2013). This illustrates both the potentials and limits of the 
local decision making space – its inability to counter strong local 
political economies within which, it is embedded while having the 
ability to apply itself efficiently to initiatives that balance these 
interests such as the Slum Census.

Subsequently too, after more than a decade, the local 
decision making space manifested in the formulation of the 
Slum Redevelopment Scheme (recast subsequently as Slum 
Rehabilitation Scheme). The Slum Redevelopment Scheme 
introduced in 1991 as a city- administered initiative was a 
culmination of several advocacy efforts and struggles that had 
effectively established that slums could not be evicted without 
a viable housing alternative within the city; a scaling up of past 
experiments in rehabilitating slum dwellers into apartments and 
a reluctance to give land rights to slum dwellers.  Instead, slum 
redevelopment attempted a win-win solution for all stakeholders. 
It promised highly subsidised (subsequently free) housing for 
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“   The trajectory 
of policy with 
respect to slums 
in Mumbai is 
distinct from 
that reflected 
in the Delhi 
narrative. The 
scale of activity 
and initiative is 
a lot more and 
policies showed 
a willingness to 
experiment.”

slum dwellers on the same land, an incentive for developers to 
get land in central areas of the city at relatively low costs and, for 
the government, an opportunity to balance conflicting interests. 
The scheme took off after a few modifications, especially after 
the massive infrastructure and resettlement projects opened 
new lands in the city for capital investment. The scheme - that 
takes advantage of Mumbai’s constrained geography and high 
land and housing prices – reflects the city’s character – a mix of 
entrepreneurialism by capital and state acting collaboratively. 
The outcomes of the scheme for the slum dwellers4  are beyond 
the scope of this paper. However, it must be mentioned here 
that the scheme has withstood the advent of several central 
government initiatives in housing from the Basic Services for 
Urban Poor (BSUP) which was part of the Jawaharlal Nehru 
National Urban Renewal Mission (JNNURM), Rajiv Awas Yojana 
(RAY) and the Pradhanmantri Awaas Yojana (PMAY). In fact, the 
scheme is now a model that has been introduced in other cities of 
the state (Pune, Thane, Nagpur) and in other cities in the country 
(Delhi, Ahmedabad, Bangalore) as well.

The trajectory of policy with respect to slums in Mumbai 
is thus distinct from that reflected in the Delhi narrative. The 
scale of activity and initiative is a lot more and policies showed 
a willingness to experiment and were varied, at least till the 
1990s. After the introduction of the Slum Rehabilitation Scheme 
as a framework for all slums, the scope for variable approach to 
slums has reduced but programmes such as the Slum Sanitation 
Programme (SSP)and Dattak Vasti Yojana (DVY) or Slum Adoption 
Scheme, still survive. These too are highly localised and do not 
find mention in the Delhi narrative.

The institutional underpinnings of these initiatives in Mumbai 
have been in flux. The Municipal Corporation was an active 
player in the formulation and implementation of the Slum Act, 
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“  The MCGM 
refused to 
implement the 
Nehru Rozgar 
Yojana scheme, 
saying municipal 
law did not 
state poverty 
alleviation as 
an obligatory 
or optional 
function.”

Slum Census and the slum upgradation programmes, and had 
departments for the same. The state government played an 
active role after the formulation of the Slum Act in 1972. It has 
acted through multiple institutions. The slum Board of yester-
year gave way to the Slum Rehabilitation Authority (SRA). The 
Mumbai Metropolitan Regional Development Authority (MMRDA) 
also took charge of slum rehabilitation in case of infrastructure 
projects. The role of the state government relative to that of the 
corporation in the matter of slums increased after the 1990s; yet, 
the Corporation also formulated and implemented SSP and DVY 
in this period.

Institutionalising poverty alleviation: Resisting, adapting 
and giving up
While the city has responded creatively to the issue of slums and 
shows some signs of ‘progressiveness’, its response to poverty 
alleviation has been a completely different story. The agenda 
of urban poverty alleviation was introduced in the Eighth Five-
Year Plan, following the report of the National Commission on 
Urbanisation (1988). It came in the form of Nehru Rozgar Yojana 
(NRY), which proposed a three-pronged strategy of subsidised 
small loans, skill training, mass employment programmes 
and supportive infrastructure provision for poverty alleviation. 
The scheme was sought to be implemented by the urban local 
governments in cooperation with banks. As a major urban 
centre with substantial population in slums (also equated with 
poverty), Mumbai represented a substantial target of this central 
government programme. However, the Municipal Corporation 
of Greater Mumbai (MCGM) refused to implement the scheme, 
saying that the municipal law did not state poverty alleviation as 
an obligatory or optional function. The exchange between the 
Municipal Commissioner and the Central Government continued 
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for a few months, after which, with much reluctance, and under 
significant political pressure from the state government, the 
Corporation undertook the implementation of NRY. 

As an agenda, poverty alleviation was perceived as a low 
priority, high effort programme with very few returns. The scheme 
was placed under the leadership of an Assistant Commissioner, 
giving it the status of a separate department. Assistant 
Commissioners are ordinarily in -charge of administrative 
wards and possess significant powers, hence, this seemed like a 
punishment posting. Effectively, the implementation was handed 
over to a small set of officers who were previously engaged 
in implementing slum upgradation schemes on corporation 
lands. The corporation significantly adapted the scheme to suit 
the conditions in the city. It is also interesting to note some of 
the unstated goals that governed the adaptation a) avoiding 
corruption b) improving access c) meeting targets with some 
qualitative performance.

Some of these practices included –
• Identification of the poor through widespread awareness 

campaigns and extension to groups like waste pickers and former-
sex workers through NGOs, and verification through home visits 
by community development officers in the corporation

• Certification through Special Executive Officers5 (SEOs) as 
opposed to revenue officers

• Engaged advocacy with the MoHUPA to not disbar 
households with black and white television sets from the 
eligibility parameters. 

• Follow up of and counselling to all loan cases 
• Inclusion of community level institutions as training 

institutions

Previous page
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“   As an agenda, 
poverty 
alleviation was 
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low priority, high 
effort programme 
with very few 
returns.”
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In 1997, NRY gave way to Suvarna Jayanti Shahari Swarozgar 
Yojana (SJSRY). By this time, poverty alleviation had been 
included in the list of essential duties of urban local bodies vide 
the XII Schedule of the 74th Constitutional Amendment. The 
SJSRY sought to replicate the rural poverty alleviation model in 
urban areas, including defining poverty lines and conducting 
surveys to identify the poor. The suitability of BPL surveys to a city 
like Mumbai that has large fluctuations in population is itself 
questionable. When it is accompanied by rigid definitions and 
parameters of poverty (kuccha roofs, no drinking water within 
premises), more households were excluded from definitions of 
poverty than included. Only 26,000 households were identified 
as poor in a city where nearly half the population stayed in slums 
and other vulnerable settlements. Further, only data was to be 
collected by urban local bodies. The analysis of data would be 
done at the state level, expressing a lack of faith in the capacity of 
urban local bodies. 

The SJSRY also sought to replicate the design of urban poverty 
alleviation programmes in Kerala by creating institutions 
of the poor. This institutional structure which envisages 
neighbourhood groups at the grass roots federating into 
community development institutions at the city level assumes 
that poverty is physically sited in communities. Conflating poverty 
definitions and institutional structures, situations were created 
in the city where the number of households identified as poor in 
entire administrative wards did not stretch beyond double digits, 
making the concept of neighbourhood groups unfeasible. 

The SJSRY, through its homogenised understanding of poverty, 
best practices and a centralised mode of functioning, thus, 
went back two steps instead of building on and strengthening 
the institution building initiatives and other practices around 
urban poverty alleviation that the city had evolved while 

“  When SJSRY is 
accompanied by 
rigid definitions 
and parameters 
of poverty, more 
households were 
excluded from 
definitions of 
poverty than 
included.”
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implementing the NRY. Despite these dictates, the team of 
Community Development Officers (CDOs) which assumed 
responsibility of the scheme identified several spaces within the 
programme. They facilitated the formation of neighbourhood 
groups and community development societies, forming them 
at the administrative ward level instead of the city level as 
proposed by SJSRY. They also registered these as cooperative 
institutions, which could then engage in economic activities 
for their members. Over twenty such federations were formed 
all over the city. The formation of these institutions also meant 
sidestepping the narrow definitions of poverty lines. The point 
to be noted is the ability of a unit within the corporation to think 
creatively and adapt centralised guidelines. This was enabled by 
the continuation of the CDO unit. 

Continuing the unit, however, contravened the financial 
design of the SJSRY which mandated that only 5 % of the funds be 
directed towards personnel. The central guidelines envisaged the 
use of community organisers to be employed on a contract basis. 
Within the corporation, the agenda of poverty alleviation was 
always weak. It was not seen as deserving additional deployment 
of resources from the corporation kitty and was confined to 
spending central government funds as per central government 
guidelines. The option of expanding the CDO unit to implement 
SJSRY throughout the city faced resistance from several quarters 
due to its financial implications and possible expansion of 
the unit’s power base within the organisation. These included 
municipal administration directorate at the state level, which did 
not appreciate the deviant practices of MCGM, higher bureaucracy 
in the corporation for whom this was not a priority, community 
development officers in other departments and other quarters of 
organisation, who saw it as a threat to their own position in the 
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“ The experience of 
urban poverty 
alleviation is of a 
low priority policy 
being significantly 
elevated and 
adapted through 
the efforts of 
small unit officers 
and through 
dictates of central 
government 
schemes.”

hierarchy. The unit was, thus, not expanded, instead, community 
organisers were hired on contract basis to assist the CDOs. 

Subsequently, the unit was placed under the department 
of planning6 and its importance downgraded by appointing a 
Class I officer, instead of an assistant commissioner as its head. 
The opportunity to do the same was presented by the transition 
from SJSRY to a new poverty alleviation initiative of the central 
government called the National Urban Livelihood Mission 
(NULM) in 2005. The NULM shifted away from the institutional 
structure model and instead, lay stress on the involvement of 
NGOs for programming, skill building and provision of shelters 
for the homeless. The CDO unit has been gradually dismantled 
and all posts allowed to lapse after the retirement of previous 
officers. New appointments are on a contract basis; community 
institutions formed through SJSRY are struggling to identify 
productive opportunities. The current functioning of NULM in 
Mumbai is now closely directed by the Directorate of Municipal 
Administration – a state level institution.

The experience of urban poverty alleviation in the city , as 
opposed to the slum initiatives, is an experience of a low priority 
policy being significantly elevated and creatively adapted 
through the efforts of a small unit of officers and its subsequent 
dismantling through the dictates of central government schemes 
that do not accord a priority to invest in appropriate institutional 
structures, show a tendency towards increasing centralisation 
and the internal fissures and power plays in a large organisation 
like the municipal corporation of Mumbai. It is also illustrative 
of the increasingly directive imaginations of central and state 
governments, of what can and should be done at the local level, 
their inability to maintain continuity between programmes, and 
the undermining of local capacity.
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Conceptualising a local Policy Space
Both the narratives illustrate the presence of a local policy 
space. The experience of Mumbai’s slum policy initiatives has 
been envisaged, formulated and implemented at the local 
level. In the poverty alleviation programme, policy has not been 
formulated at the local level, but, reinvented considerably to suit 
the local context till a top-down approach decimates the same. 
Both these policy arenas illustrate a trajectory distinct from the 
Delhi narrative in terms of timelines, scope, and ambition. Thus, 
while the Delhi narrative elucidates an evolutionary story of 
policies towards slums and poverty redressal that are expanding, 
deepening and progressive in their scope, the Mumbai narrative is 
one of shrinking space, scope, increasing market orientation and 
reduced progressive elements with increased state and central 
government influence.

The local Policy Space is an expression of the cultural political 
economy. Such a Policy Space evolves through history, connects 
the past to the present and often, also influences the future 
trajectory. It is a city level dynamic that is further shaped by 
politics, capacities of institutions and constantly changes and 
shifts in response to changes in larger contexts. The essential 
function of a local policy space is to make sense of the larger 
environment, including top-down policies as well as internal 
dynamics and to respond to the same.  In a city like Mumbai, 
with its legacy of strong municipal legislation, overall size of 
resource and its control; the ability to design, effect and adapt 
policy is bound to be strong. However, the narratives and some 
of the author’s experiences in other towns of smaller size suggest 
that possibilities of local policy spaces even at these scales are 
substantive. The experience of the Slum Census suggests that the 
capacity to envisage and implement are in better alignment when 
the policy is planned locally. Even when such spaces are fostered, 

“ The local Policy 
Space is an 
expression of 
the cultural 
political economy. 
Such a Policy 
Space evolves 
through history, 
connects the past 
to the present 
and often also 
influences future 
trajectory.”
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as in the NRY moment, there are substantive gains to be made.
The narratives discussed here illustrate that such a space 

exists despite significant moves to centralise at national and 
state government level. This space has a potential to imagine 
and implement relevant policy initiatives but can also resist 
programmes, subvert them or advance them towards the 
realisation of goals that are relevant to the local context. The local 
policy space adds a nuance to centralised policies that cognises 
local realities. More importantly, it is one that furthers continuity 
and a progressive build-up of actions as opposed to disruption 
and change which seems to characterise policy evolution from 
the state and national scale. The point is that ‘it exists’, but is 
infrequently recognised and rarely seen as a strength in the ‘Delhi 
vision’ that is blind to local capacity and institutions. In fact, the 
capacity to ‘make policies at local level’ has been continuously 
undermined in India. The local is seen as a space of narrow 
political interests, that additionally, perpetuates historical 
inequities. While the narratives discussed in the paper allude to 
the limits of local policy space to take on critical equity issues, the 
evidence of the capacity of centralised policies to do so in India is 
scant too. The conclusion to be drawn here is that, while Mumbai 
is indeed a counterpoint to a Delhi narrative, potentially, there are 
many such counterpoints which struggle to articulate and express 
themselves often through subversive or adaptive actions.

The consequences are quite severe, as may be noticed from 
the following facts :

1) Most koliwadas no longer have jetties for anchoring/ 
mooring boats, repair of nets, drying fish, nets, and for other 
fishing activities.

2) No land is available for selling fish; hence fisherwomen are 
forced to occupy footpaths alongside the roads or other public spaces.

3) Due to density of land and space occupied by migrant 

“ This space adds 
a nuance to 
centralised policies 
that cognizes local 
realities. More 
importantly, it is 
one that furthers 
continuity and 
progressive build-
up of actions 
as opposed to 
disruption and 
charge.”
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encroachment, it is difficult to provide for schools and health 
facilities, as well as housing in koliwadas.

4) Increased density of population and commercial/ industrial 
activity has led to dumping of waste and pollutants into the sea, 
as a result of which, small fish species have declined drastically 12.

Several public sector industries such as Hindustan Petrole-
um Limited (HPL), Bharat Petroleum Limited at Mahulgaon in 
Chembur, Bhabha Atomic Research Centre (BARC) at Trombay, 
MbPT at Sewri and Jawaharlal Nehru Port Trust at Elephanta 
Island are located in CRZ areas and their activities are severely 
polluting the coast near the sea shore, affecting fish breeding and 
fish catch. Murthy et al (2001) show that many areas in Mumbai 
are polluted by industrial, commercial and refinery wastes, 
which seriously have an impact on fishing livelihoods apart from 
devastating the local ecologies. In Cuffe Parade, Bhandup village, 
Chimbai and Sewri heavy pollution and destruction of dense 
mangrove area is observed. The process of marginalisation and 
the loss of livelihood among the artisanal fishing communities 
have shifted them into the category of “ecological refugees.”13 In 
spite of all this, there is near total absence of any effective policy 
measures to address these problems.

The CRZ 2011 appears to be a balancing act of the government. 
The state has tried to satisfy the “development” lobby, fishing 
community and environmentalists through this notification, but 
it will yield better results if the government implements the rules 
effectively by prioritising the needs of the fishing community and 
the imperatives of environmental conservation. Otherwise, this 
notification will lead to problems similar to the earlier ones. There 
is a need to have coastal zone management committees that 
represent local fishing communities. The notification articulates 
environmental concerns and livelihood security of the fishing 
community on paper, but there is little implementation in the field.

“  The process of 
marginalisation 
and loss of 
livelihood among 
artisanal fishing 
communities 
have shifted them 
into the category 
of "ecological 
refugees" . In 
spite of this, 
there is a near 
total absence 
of any effective 
measures to 
address these 
problems.”
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Coastal problems cannot be managed successfully as separate 
issues or as a single issue, such as pollution or wetland loss or 
fisheries depletion, as these problems are interrelated. The aims 
and objectives of the 74th Constitutional Amendment (1992) to 
decentralise decision-making in urban areas of India is not taken 
seriously while planning and implementing CRZ rules. The 74th 
Constitutional Amendment gives urban local bodies more powers 
and functions to operate independently of higher government 
agencies. It provides autonomy to the citizen-centric planning 
process, and offers more opportunities for citizen participation 
in local governance at many levels, in budgeting, planning, 
land use and zoning issues. Ramachandran et al (2005) show 
the significance of integrating coastal zone management with 
a decentralised approach in villages in Kerala, for successful 
maintenance of coastal ecosystems, even as local communities 
derive the benefits of this success.

CRZ-related agencies must link up with decentralised 
urban local bodies to oversee ongoing coastal activities and 
to coordinate with these agencies in ensuring environmental 
protection and stop further deterioration of Mumbai’s sensitive 
coastal ecological system, as well as the marginalisation of 
livelihoods of the fishing communities.

Implications of recognising local Policy Space
Despite lip-service to decentralisation, the contemporary climate 
seems to be one where state governments and the central 
government are becoming more directive in their approach and 
spaces to either envisage, initiate, or adapt policies at local level 
are in a decline (Bhide,2017). 
This paper argues for the recognition of a local policy space in an 
‘active’ manner. It argues for countering the Delhi narrative and 
encouraging many new counterpoints. This has at least three 

“ This paper argues 
for the recognition 
of a local policy 
space in an 'active' 
manner. It argues 
for countering the 
Delhi narrative 
and encouraging 
many new 
counterpoints.”
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implications –
a) Any state or central policy needs to accept that there 

will be variance in the practice of policy and that variance, in 
accordance to local needs and contexts, should be welcomed and 
encouraged. This, additionally, has implications for the way in 
which financial and programmatic relationships are developed 
between higher level governments and local governments. It also 
means that higher level governments need to develop a capacity 
to govern by objectives and outcomes, rather than targets. 

b) The ability to evolve an appropriate institutional fabric 
is another key dimension of a local policy space. Institutions 
translate abstraction of policies into real outcomes (Kapur et al., 
2017). Thus, the emphasis on creating appropriate institutions 
for arenas of policy. This dimension has been given the least 
importance in recent policies of the central government. Also, 
such institution creation needs to recognise past legacies, 
potentials and new challenges. Centralised policies have totally 
undermined institutionalisation, given little thought to it, 
and treated every new policy as beginning from a clean slate. 
Recognising the presence of local institutional structures and 
culture, and allowing them to meaningfully adapt policies can 
help more effective implementation of policies.

c) Beyond the space for implementation and adaptation; 
the space for local policy making itself needs to be enhanced. 
This recognition implies that the real transfer of functions, 
functionaries and resources can enable the creation of many 
counterpoints like Mumbai. However, such devolution cannot 
be limited to a bureaucratic exercise. It needs to be envisaged 
as a process that generates political stakes at the local level. In 
a context where notions of balanced development are being 
abdicated and there is a recognition of uneven geographies, the 

“  The space for 
local policy needs 
to be envisaged 
as a process 
that generates 
political stakes 
at the local level. 
It is such spaces 
that can generate 
several new and 
more effective 
policy responses 
to urban 
issues.”
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strengthening of local policy spaces is extremely critical. It is such 
spaces that can generate several new and more effective policy 
responses to urban issues.

NOTES :
1) The paper has benefitted immensely from my conversations with Mr. Madan Naik, Ms 
Jyoti Pandya and Mr Chandrashekhar Prabhu. 
2) I use this term to refer to city level initiatives by either the municipal corporation itself 
or by the state government. The state government of Maharashtra historically focuses 
intensively on the city, given its economic importance. This has its pros and cons. In the 
Indian context, the institutional framework makes it impossible to separate the city 
agency from the state agency.
3) Shaw(1996) sees this as a limited role but concurs with Ramchandran(1989, p328) that they 
are  influential and that ‘the statements in the five year plans on urban policies reflect the 
general policies being followed by central and state governments’(1996, p 224).
4) The outcomes for the slum dwellers are contested. While some 26000 homes are 
already allotted to slum dwellers and over a lakh are in process, the SRS has increasingly 
emerged as a violent scheme that displaces, congests and fragments.
5) SEOs refer to persons appointed on honorary basis for a limited period, usually five 
years in a proportion of roughly 1 per 1000 voters. They are tasked with verification of 
documents.
6)Planning department within the corporation is separate from the division which 
engages in actual development planning for the city. This department is a relic from 
the Slum Act days where corporation implemented improvement plans for slums. It is 
generally considered a division with no substantive work and hence newly emergent 
peripheral agendas are placed with the same.
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