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Managing the Politics of Urban Planning 
 
 

Urban planning has not worked in India.  Although, most cities have statutory 

plans with many regulations and many investment proposals, almost 

everywhere, people find a way around regulation and proposals remain 

unimplemented.  Wherever enforcement is strict, plans distort or strangulate 

growth. Urban planning in India seems to have caused more problems than it has 

solved.  Most would agree that a different approach is necessary.   

 

Mumbai’s planners have proposed taking a brave new liberal approach for the 

city’s new Development Plan - 2034.  They have, for example: liberalized FSI 

limits to dispel the artificial scarcity created by earlier plans; rightly recognized 

that FSI limits do not limit population densities but only limit floor space 

consumption; integrated land use proposals with the city’s transportation 

networks; simplified FSI regulations to ease governance and unshackle 

architecture; adopted policies for more efficient land use; abandoned policy of 

reserving specific plots in favor of a fairer approach that distributes the cost of 

creating public benefits more broadly; they have liberalized rigid zoning in favor 

of mixed use zoning, and; they have proposed new regulations to provide better 

accessibility for disabled people.   

 

Despite the fact that these are all very sane and urgently needed departures, 

Mumbai’s Development Plan has run into rough whether for two reasons.  It is 

being criticized for many ‘errors’ and, more importantly, it is being vehemently 

opposed for its policy departures.  In view of the strident criticisms, today, the 

State Government has asked Mumbai’s planners to take the plan back to the 

drawing board and to revise it within the next four months.  The extent of 

revision expected by the government is not clear at this stage.  

 

Mumbai’s planners are learning, the hard way, that the politics of planning is far 

more important than its technical aspects.  Instituting reforms and making bold 

departures is never easy.  Good ideas are not adopted simply because they are 

good.  For them to be adopted, powerful people have to believe in them.  

Powerful people have to be convinced of those ideas.  Key opinion makers have 

to be engaged with, educated, and brought on board.  Broad coalitions have to be 

built. Sincere but misguided experts have to be convinced or isolated.  Vested 

interests have to be exposed.  Public opinion has to be formed in favor of good 

ideas by engaging with the public.  This is political work.  Urban planning 

requires technical as well as political acumen.  
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Needless to say, departures proposed in the Mumbai DP are in the correct 

direction.  Mumbai desperately needs them.  Anyone wondering whether they 

will work or not should examine the Hyderabad experience where the policy of 

rigidly defining FSI limits has been long abandoned.  Better still, they should 

examine the Ahmedabad experience.  The liberal reforms proposed for Mumbai 

were adopted in Ahmedabad in 2002.  There were very successful.  As a 

consequence, two years ago, Ahmedabad adopted a second round of more far 

reaching reforms.  Yes, it is true that Mumbai and Ahmedabad are very different.  

However, whether in New York, Mumbai or Ahmedabad, urban land markets and 

real estate development function similarly.  Therefore regardless of size, there is 

much to learn form one another regarding urban planning.  There is also much to 

learn from one another regarding the politics of reform.  Planning reforms in 

Ahmedabad required a partnership between key administrators, politicians and 

planners.  In India, all three are required.  Mumbai better get on with it! 

 

One only hopes that Mumbai’s planners will use the coming four months to 

engage with key decision and opinion makers to convince them of the merit of 

their proposals – and not to reverse their proposals.  Forsaking the new liberal 

planning approach that its planners are proposing would be a tragedy for 

Mumbai.    
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