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Bhavya Dore

The promise of something better spurred lakhs of people in Mumbai to 
sell everything they had to invest in a house in Vasai-Virar. That promise 
lay shattered as rains shut the town down for three days.

——

At rush hour, the trains from Nalasopara are metallic carriages 
seething with bodies. To have any hope of getting a seat, Swapnil 
Bait has to pull that strategic number, a ‘return trip’ to the end 
point Virar to commute to his workplace in Kandivali. And before 
making that trip every morning Bait, 23, who works as a delivery 
boy, must buy a canister of water from the slum near his place, 
and haul it up four floors of stairs for his ablutions. There is no 
civic body supply to his building.

But, at least he has his own 350-square-foot space, one his 
family bought in 2012 for Rs 4.5 lakh. “Something,” he says, “is 
better than nothing.”

That promise of something, something better, also prompted 
Shrikant Patil to buy a 200-square-foot single room home in 
Nalasopara in 2005 after five years of saving. It was a step up, 
a reprieve from the monthly burden of paying rent for a room 
in Bhandup, that sucked up half his salary. In 2007, when the 
railways added two more tracks to improve connections with 
Mumbai, the area’s prospect as a far-flung – yet indivisible – limb 
of Mumbai was boosted.

Mumbai rains: The nightmare of a 
dormitory town of Vasai-Virar

Reprinted from mumbai 
mirror with due permission 
from bhavya dore. published 
21th july 2018

IMAGE CREDIT: Skyshots pro



174  Mumbai Reader 19

It’s a long commute to South Mumbai, where Patil works as a 
security supervisor, but, the self-sufficiency is gratifying, even if 
the water supply is not. “It was a calculated risk,” he says. “But, at 
least, it is my own place.”

For more than a decade, people like Patil have taken flight 
from Mumbai to Vasai, Nalasopara, Virar and around, usually 
buying bigger homes at cheaper prices, or upgrading themselves 
from shanties or slums, whilst still commuting to the congested 
mother city for work. But this season, that came at a price.

Last week, Patil and Bait were stranded in their homes as 
flooding began, train services were cancelled, electricity was 
snapped for two days and water supply erratic at best was, at that 
point, simply an academic concept. With the region receiving 
more than 600 mm of rainfall by some accounts, its residents 
lurched between panic, outrage and despair. “The political classes 
are indifferent,” says Patil. “We were helpless. People are fed up.”

In Vasai, on the way out from the station, dreamy sounding 
billboards make dreamy sounding offers: “Luxury is now 
affordable” or “life, liberty, pursuit of higher living”. Building 
names hold tantalising possibilities: EM Palace, Paradise Phase 1, 
Dream Residency.

The satellite town now has 12 lakh people, according to the 
last Census, (though estimates now put it at 18 lakh), swelling 
from the 6.9 lakh it had in 2001. The Corporation’s budget has 
grown from the Rs 810 crore in 2011 to the Rs 1,971.68 crore 
announced this year, but the population to infrastructure gap still 
remains.

Water problems comprise the satellite city’s biggest woes for 
its residents. Crowded trains and an uneven power supply are the 
other chief headaches. “This has become a dormitory town for 
those who work in Mumbai, and cheap housing has grown. But 
what about the facilities that need to come with the housing?” 
asks Kiran Chendvankar, a Shiv Sena corporator. “Where is the 

“  The Corporation's 
budget has 
grown from Rs. 
810 crore in 2011 
to Rs. 1971.68 
announced this 
year, but the 
population to 
infrastructure 
gap still 
remains.”



Mumbai rains: The nightmare of a dormitory town of Vasai-Virar  175

sanitation, the cleaning, the amenities?”
Earlier this week, Chendvankar conducted a funeral 

ceremony for the city corporation, a stunt whose literalism was 
a sardonic comment on how growth and development have 
hit its preparedness. “The rains come every year, and so do the 
high tides, but natural drainage has been affected because of 
all the illegal construction,” she says. She has written to the 
Commissioner seeking an enquiry against those who allowed 
illegal buildings to flourish.

Vasai-Virar was never crafted as a planned city on paper the 
way Navi Mumbai was. Previously administered by four different 
municipal councils and a cluster of panchayats, with CIDCO as its 
planning authority since 1991, its residents say there was never a 
cohesive vision. Tempted by lucrative offers, locals began selling 
their farm land in the 90s. Development took off. Indiscriminate 
construction reigned for years. “What we lack is planning,” says 
long-time resident Marcus Dabre, president of the Harit Vasai 
Sanrakshan Samiti. “And all political parties have builders.”

In 2009, the disparate authorities were replaced with the Vasai-
Virar Municipal Corporation (VVMC), yoking together the variously 
administered territories. “There was rampant illegal construction 
and the earlier authorities didn’t have the machinery to regulate 
it,” says VVMC commissioner Satish Lokhande. He claims he has 
demolished more than 8,000 illegal constructions since he took 
over two years ago and filed cheating cases against errant builders.

But, the housing boom has hardly abated. Manohar Shroff, 
Vice-President of the Maharashtra Chamber of Housing Industry 
for Navi Mumbai, pointed out that prices had increased from 
Rs.2,000 per square foot 10 years ago to up to Rs 5,500 now. 
“Lots of small builders have come up and there is a lot of land 
available,” he says.

The apparent bounty of land is well within the sights of the 
MMRDA, whose draft Mumbai Metropolitan Region Development 
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Plan includes a 1,560 acre “growth centre” replete with 
entertainment zones, industries and residences. Sameer Vartak, 
an activist who heads Paryavaran Samvardhan Samitee, gestures 
towards the wetlands where this has been proposed. “People 
sitting in Mumbai look at Google maps and think of such spaces as 
vacant land,” he says. On this stretch, a part of the road to Nirmal, 
Vartak’s village, is still waterlogged. “We are already drowning,” he 
says, “If there’s more development here, nothing will remain.”

On his phone, he slides to a picture that captures the mood: 
stacked towers of paper, each sheet a resident’s statement of 
objection, together totalling 38,000 nays his organisation has 
corralled against the plan.

The stresses on nature show in the business of day to day 
living. In Bhuigaon, despite the allure of village life, old-timer 
Royal D’souza is thinking of moving to a different part of the 
city where the water supply is better. Earlier natural ponds and 
lakes were the chief source of water, but D’souza, 36, claims 
that the water table has fallen, salty water from the ocean has 
encroached, and clean water has become a challenge in the past 
eight years. The Commissioner claims 80% of the area will get 
water coverage by the end of this year with measures such as the 
completion of a 320-km pipeline. “We have thought about it, but 
Mumbai is not a good option either,” says D’Souza, who works in 
Don Bosco Institute of Technology in Kurla and spends four hours 
commuting daily.

Priyanka Misal would know. Misal, 32, quit her job in Cuffe 
Parade and founded her own start-up, propelled by the vexation 
of the daily commute from Vasai. “Even getting into the train is a 
headache, during monsoons they are more uncertain, so even if I 
make less money, working out of Vasai was preferable,” she says. 
Still, load shedding is a routine challenge, a phenomenon she has 
grown up with, but one that is yet to abate. Likewise, for Donovon 
D’Souza, who moved from Kurla 10 years ago with his family. 
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The bigger house and better quality of life were improvements on 
Mumbai living. But, the repeated power cuts affect his internet 
usage, and his online marketing business. “Life is more peaceful 
and I have no regrets about moving, but electricity remains a 
problem,” he says.

His family also bought two flats in another part of the city 
about eight years ago, as investments. And home ownership 
remains attractive for new buyers. “People might think twice 
given the infrastructure problems and the flooding last week, but 
demand is still high because of the housing shortage,” says Shroff.

Residents and environmentalists hold the destruction of salt 
pans, wetlands and farming areas as key to damaging the area’s 
ecosystem and impairing its natural drainage channels. “Mumbai 
has gone to the dogs, but, at least leave these salt pans and river 
banks untouched,” says Stalin D, whose organisation Vanashakti has 
taken the issue to court. “There have to be no construction zones.”

The continuing population influx has changed the demography 
and the livability of Vasai-Virar. But, that isn’t to say its older 
residents are against development, or the movement of people per 
se, they insist. After all, they say, every house here has someone 
who has moved abroad. Dabre falls back on that old chestnut: all 
great cities are built on migration.

Inside one of the interior villages, where Dabre lives, coconut 
palms sway and plantain trees bend in the monsoon breeze. Here 
the old Vasai inheres, though elsewhere seduced by the possibility 
of money, many sold off their property. “This land was farm land, 
not a concrete jungle,” he says. “We local people are also equally 
responsible. We sold land at throwaway prices.” From his terrace, 
Dabre scans each tree and each plant whose canopies shroud any 
signs of human activity, the evening punctuated by the call of birds. 
“Unless people stand up and say no more construction,” he says, 
“you will see more problems in the coming years.”
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