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The figures for India’s projected urban growth over 
the next 30 years are colossal. Today’s population of 
about 100 million people is expected to reach about 
500 million by the turn of the century.

It is evident that with this kind of increase, the exist­
ing cities are going to be under enormous pressure. 
In fact some demographers expect our principal cities, 
as for instance Bombay, to reach a population of up to 
60 million in 30 years time.

Countries like India must of necessity develop new 
growth centers in order to cope with the urbanization 
explosion they face. And the creation of these new 
centers presents us with an unprecedented and his­
torically unique opportunity: for they can be so placed 
as to completely re-structure the urbanization pattern 
across the country. After all, a five-fold increase is 
really an enormous advantage in the final analysis. 
It means that whatever we see around us today in the 
urban scene is only one-fifth of what we shall see 30 
years from now.

This brings us to three important questions:

a. How do we develop the criteria necessary to ration­
ally locate these new centers?

b. Do we have the dynamic growth techniques to gen­
erate them?

c. How do we postulate the sizes of these centers? 
and related to this meet the financial cost of setting 
them up?

First, the placing of urban centers across the nation 
is of profound significance — both in terms of national 
economics and international geo-politics.

The second set of location criteria we would have to 
develop would be largely ecological. For instance, 
looking at the map of the entire country, one would 
first identify the land best suited to agricultural use, 
followed by that best suited to forestration, and so 
forth. In this kind of picture perhaps cities could be 
located in the areas of mild invigorating climate — in 
the hill stations?

Yet even if we can identify more rational urban pat­
terns, do we have the techniques for creating new 
urban growth centers? The recent history of urban 
planning has very little of relevance in this regard. 
For instance, new towns like Chandigarh and Brazilia 
have nothing really to do with the process of urban 
growth — which is primarily the creation of new jobs. 
They are really company towns. To generate new 
towns we would be better off to study the history and 
origin of cities like Bombay, or Sao Paolo or Tokyo. 
Why did they grow the way they did? What were the 
basic inputs that went into these cities? What, in short, 
were their genetic codes? If we could unravel the 
code for any one of these cities, we would have im­
portant clues to the kind of inputs which over a period 
of time generate growth.

In the case of Bombay, the key ingredients appear 
to be certain crucial economic and physical inputs; 
transport (the docks), trading, and the government 
functions. The growth process commenced with their 
integration. But there was more to the DNA of Bom­
bay than just this. For instance, social infrastructure: 
the creation of fine new hospitals, schools and univer­
sities; these inputs were important. So also the civic
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structure. Let us look into the implications of any one 
of these inputs.

Let us take the civic structure. Bombay never really 
had a master plan (it was started by a small group of 
people — perhaps two East India Company civilians 
and an army colonel? — who made a few bold de­
cisions and started a process of growth). But what 
the city did have, right into the beginning of this cen­
tury, was the right kind of civic structure. In short: 
the right kind of mayor who chose the right kind of 
city engineer who in turn put in the roads and the 
sewer lines — usually in the right places. And this 
is far more important than having the right kind of 
master plan but the wrong kind of mayor, city engi­
neer, and so forth all the way down the line. The civic 
structure which helped create Bombay was a very 
Victorian one. It involved the whole paraphernalia and 
mystique of city fathers — a very paternalistic mys­
tique which found a responsive parallel in 19th cen­
tury Indian society. For in the various castes and com­
munities of our society, there were a number of elders 
and “leaders” who were keen to play this fatherly 
role. Today in Bombay there aren’t any more of those 
kind of city-fathers left; or if there are, there isn’t any­
body very interested in following them. Thus Bombay 
is breaking down, because the civic structure no 
longer relates to the social realities.

But how do we find a civic structure relevant to the 
20th century? For this indeed will constitute a de­
cisive element in the DNA of the city.

How can we go about determining the sizes of these 
various new centers? Obviously a major effort should 
be made to generate new growth at the village-cluster 
level, as this will cause minimal disruption and up­
heaval to the quality of national life. Similarly, there 
are arguments in favor of small satellite towns (as op­
posed to large new metropolitan centers) since smaller 
towns usually offer better living conditions.

Although we may embark on a program of village 
cluster growth centers, it is obvious that these schemes 
will have a long take-off point, and we shall have to 
create at least a few metropolitan counter-magnets to 
the existing cities, as holding actions, if nothing else. 
Furthermore, the development of an urban system may 
well necessitate larger centers at crucial nodal points, 
giving the whole system a logical structural hierarchy. 
Thus there may be several reasons — both economic 
and structural — for developing new metropolitan 
areas; and if this is so, then the Indian government will 
have to overcome a considerable moral and political 
hostility towards large cities.

Thus we would endeavor to work a trade-off be­
tween the number and size of the new centers, and the 
growth inputs involved. But since the cost of dupli­
cating these inputs might still be prohibitive, could we 
find some way of re-using some of them over again? 

After all, certain inputs are more mobile than others, 
and are, in that sense, re-usable. For instance, take 
transport: dock facilities once set up, cannot be mov­
ed. On the other hand, a key function like that of the 
government is highly mobile. Furthermore, govern­
ment jobs have a high multiplier effect. (For instance, 
in the context of Bombay, it is estimated that for each 
government job shifted to the new twin city, five other 
jobs will move as well). Obviously if we are to generate 
a series of new urban growth centers, within the limi­
tations of our economy and our resources, then we 
will have to find techniques for re-using some of the 
key inputs several times. As soon as a healthy and 
sustained growth is ensured, some of these ingredients 
can be re-marshalled and used again. This would be 
rather like a technique for grafting trees. Or perhaps 
a better analogy would be a travelling circus? The 
government pitches tent every 20 years and generates 
the process of urban growth; then it moves on.

The important thing to remember is that this kind of 
growth has occurred in history. The British really 
created Bombay and Calcutta out of thin air. It is inter­
esting that these colonial powers — whom Buck­
minster Fuller rightly calls “pirates” — were really 
very decisive. They knew that they would have to act 
quickly and forcefully in order to keep their empires 
going. It seems to be more difficult to get national 
governments thinking in these terms. Yet it is crucial 
that the techniques of urbanization be invented. For 
within this decade the countries of the third world 
must begin to plan their urbanization patterns as bold­
ly as they plan industrialization today.

Obviously the disciplines involved in this work, and 
the quantity of data required, are so considerable — 
that the most logical agency to undertake this task 
would be the national planning commission itself. If 
this were done, then India’s five-year plans would in­
deed have the spatial components necessary to pro­
vide a dynamic context for economic planning. This 
spatial context should be envisioned not as a “frozen” 
master plan (or plans), but as a series of growth op­
tions in a kind of open-ended planning. Because of 
the organic nature of urban growth, it would be self- 
defeating to postulate only precise and fixed patterns 
— when you start a city, you are starting a process. 
One can’t directly interfere with urban growth (as 
Colin Rosser has said: “except in terms of population, 
Indian cities aren’t growing too fast — they are grow­
ing too slowly”). But what we can do is feed inputs 
into other parts of the system so as to create counter­
magnets, and a balanced urban structure. The con­
cepts set down in this note are merely tentative; but 
they do seem to indicate that we have a real oppor­
tunity to use the colossal urban growth of the next 50 
years to our permanent advantage, and thus emerge 
from the tunnel — so to speak — better off than when 
we entered.
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