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bhe Sabarmati Riverfront Devel-

opment, bath as an idea four

decades ago and approaching
reality now, has raised interesting and
at times acrimonious debates on the
larger questions ::I-fdt‘l.'L'qumenr, design
polesic and environmental concerns,
specifically as relevant in the Indian
context. [ntérventions in the public
realm are never free of such debates or
controversies, increasingly so when the
larger development vision is driven bya
select bew. While one has to recogniee
that it is semply not practical to address
overy single viewpoint in such public
projects, it is eritical that the vision in
principle address a larger spectrum of
concerns that halances society, culture,

environment and of course ¢conomics,

Much has been writben abont the physd-
cal and spatial design of the Sabarmati
Riverfront n‘-l."-'tll.}pjl:'l.-hﬂ: as much onits
tmpact on traditional social fabric, isnes
of equity and so on, This article intends
to sitpate the debate around issues of
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environment and ecology, OF course, it
is quite Futile to separate these issues and
examing them independent of each other
in a transitional sechety such as ours un-
less one takes an extremely narrow and
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Every saciety has developed specificand
uniq U responses o the natural environ-
ment, Traditional societies in particular
tend to relate to elements of nature in
4 manmner that is bevond the utilitarian
and mundane. Cultural practices evolved
owver millennsa recognize, respect, inter-
rialize and respond to these elements
that respect thelr intrinsic and dvnamic
nature. Rivers in particular evoke not
merely ideas of recreation or real estate
but of an essential connectedness with
nature; trequuntly invoked in spiritual,
religious or cultural events. It has been
particularly distress ng to note the
extreme disengagement of India’s plan

ning and development processes from
lakes and rivers aver the past half ceis-
tury. Cities have continually turned their
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backs - literally and I'lg_'u'r:ll:ive:}r B0 Fiver

systers that in most instances have been
the origivators of settlements. A sudden
shilt to engineering and technology
based syslem for managing waber needs
has meant that the role and perceived
value of natural water spstems vis-a-wis
cities has taken a serious beating, Rivers
arg seen at best 1o seeve hurman needs in
the form of a comvenient dranage chan-
nel. A rch tradition of long-standing
hydraulic civilization has effectively been
buaried wnder ‘shums; landflls and ECWHEE
works. In this context, the Sabarmati
|-]'L"|1'|-::-r'l1'u'11.f is certainly a distinet and
welcome break fram the standard way of

acknowledging rivers in cities.

Sabarmati is typical of the smaller river
systemns in peninsulas India and is es-
sentially a seasonal river whose Bow de
Fhi'l'l-.h-cn the rainfall inits catchment in
the Aravalli lills of Rajastham, The very
nature of such river systems transforms
the landscape thev meander through

betwesn extremes — & dry river bed that

Phafo faeili: ndied Ry o prela cam

can be walked across to a raging torrent

While sucl systems are ‘understood and
pelerated” in their natiral seting, thiey
-;I:.u-tbeu_'u_'umirl.g':lnn.'l.'r:u-'-lﬂ'li{“ﬂt'h'|'lrn ween
through specific design frameworks. As
stated in the ELA report of 2007, “Tie
Subarmeti s g manseon river (Hal rERaing
partially drv fur mest part of the yeirs, Bt
for uul.'..? ,'_l|:;r|| thee Narremadic casel Huet met
.|| HP:.f:'-.'.;'lrl of Alrmedielad, the Sebarmuehi
lacked aesthetic ullrlba'd' irs (riverfronr)
i unlikely to be an mviting public place
copduwcive b cultural wind recreational

activities.”

[t is extremely important to onderstand
this philosophical shitt in the framewark
of aesthetics that does not see the river
as the "'"1’-'"‘1' reason for the Gty s com

i|'.g; inter eXiAtENCe; rather it qu = LLIEES
the nature of and reason for the river’s

exgsterioe im the cily

The stated visson for Ahmwedabad to be
come a world :IJ.'H. l\.i!f- can e a usetul

starting point to understand some of the
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shatts and conflicts betwesn perceptions
and goals nj"d.u:.ign:r';nd the ‘designed
for, It is not too surprising to note that
visigns of world class city are invar-
ably rooted in the Neverland of leisure.
What is surprisirg though is the kind of
lelsure that is seen as aspirational. “1ts
Vi 1 dream Hrat one lives. Waking wp by
|'|I|I_'.|'||';'.'l I-!F.'I rlllﬂ il |.r|w:'|"| t'n“lh'. !'I'h.lf'l:-l-
miceting with vast blue vista in the back-
grovnd and them a crulse acrass the water
Jl;}"||'I|_?.:||l\.'._'r'_I|.'||_|!| o the odher bk Al
thignt, @ divorer om the gloting reslaunand
witl famrity to clll ont... I the oidsl of
.-;:-I:..'r::'l'r aored steel ehad is e drpam (et cify
plimrners are conjleriog for dpra Amsldiid.
[ The process ol diverting and desciplin
i, 4 atherwise ugly and botbersome

river does vield dividends, it seems

As declared by a prominent thought
leader Like KPMG, the Sabarmats Riv-
erfront Project is in the list of "100
Muost Innovative Projects”; I'|.l.i|i'.1|_:, it
as ‘a project towards arban regeneration

.'_
wndd envirprmental paproverent, Wi

will transformn the viver as a focal paint
1::|" [eiswre snel recreation. Waords such as
“urhan regeneration) ‘environmental
i|.11l1'r|.1'.'-_-|'|'|||:':1T' and ‘innovatlve seem bo
often describe and decorate the devel-
opment, albeit in a prosaic manner and
lere in lics the contradiction between
the construed and the constructed.
I:h:prnd:lr'lg on the lens fronm which the
development is viewed - environment,
sacial integration and equality, urban
place making, infrastructure or politi-
cal - the hierarchees of contradiction or
the ‘lost opportunities’ may differ but
nonethelees are significantly curnulative

tenards - Sapharmati s Sorvme

It is easy enough 1 see the contradiction
between the ground reality of 4 shifting,
dynamic and living water system with
myriad Facets and the ‘requirement’ of
a ;_13|_'|,'|:.'|'.1I: and unchanging canvas to
help the city arrive on the global map of
modernity. More so, when one’ vision o
what is ‘modern’ is itself rooted in sach a

dizcopnected and irrelevant plane,
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As disturbing as the shift n one’s percep-
tion and relationship to natural zystems
in our cities, equally 50 in our response
i such 5}'sl.-|:m:. It does not take vEars af
studies to understand that peninsulbar river
systems based on the monsoon in tropical
India are vastly different from snow-fed
Ores in temperate Europe, That riverside
cities with centuries of history anywhere
in the world have distinet and aften unigque
relationships to the rivers that were the
seed of their birth. lgnoring these simplis-
tic trugims have in fact been the causes of
nuch conflict in the case of Sabarmati Riv-
erfront development both intellectually as
well as physically. Attempting to articulate
4 river system thiat cani :ha.ng;e from a few
metres in cross sectbonal faw o several
humidred metres in a matter of weeks is an
extreme challenge in any environmaent,
Thse LE|.1.|[|:|L5E s -:.ul:ll.]:luunﬂl:d. when the
desired end result iz a predetermined
model drawn from distant cultures and
climates. It is unfortunate that the obwi-
l.'lthh" alien aesthetic Framework il1|],:l|,1:-;|,'|,:|
on the river is continually justified swith
what basically amounts to pseudo-sclence.

The principal designer has been reported
and quoted extensively in the media on the
concept of controlling a river system based
o8 |:|:.-.‘|.r|.'||:|.1Fiq.'a| ]:lr:||1|.iFr'.|,'~:. IIH'.:Ii‘{.I:Ir'H:E the
River' iz a ford phiraze of tiee architect which
refers to the et of Iraiming ariid I..I.llllfl'l:lj.lllul!,:
the river so that it does Jln:lr_fi'::-n' into the citys
stellals ard Jeods the low-bying area;

If you wani fo reach planits sweme disfance
away, vou fghten your grip on the hose so
theat? tae wiciter spuris |:u|!_i"|r.r£||||_'|; This does
ot atffect bhe fow of waler in the hose, In the
spe maies, aarnoeing tre river will nat
:lzlr{fn’r with ihe |rd|!a.|r'|l|'_|l'i|,:lu |,:-__|"11'4| ter” " Ik
& interesting to note the designers’ imagi-
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nalive mr:r.lp['lm- l,'l:r'rnpqr.ing the river b
that of a hose pipe. While it s true that
both convey water from point A to paint
B, the similarity ends there,

The questions posed are pertinent, as the
plverfront development reflecls an alti-
tude of entitlement to the environmesnt
rather than acknowledging the riveras an
invaluable natural resource. By equating

river ecology to "hose piped water, the

project envisages a sad understanding of

the Sabarmati merely as an acsthetically
Fluui:u.g'w.irur Fe.:l:un:"l:ln]:u.:nql:lt'human
pleasures and rarely makes an atfempt
to comprehend the embodied ecolog-
cal dynamics associated with it. Rather
than traversing the universal ‘promenade
approgch’ and by recognizing the non-
perennial ecological dynamics of the
river system, the development could
have attempted to, "losk af alternade water
munagenent Lechnigues (both storm and
watste ) to comrect thie ity lrack do wiiler,
re-defining the edpe, defining accessibility
eixed with wtilities and fo bring alot 2
dyrtmie IE'IH:IIHHP{. it hard anid a :ﬂﬁ_ll::lr'lt'
which af times world be fooded and some
parts refained, Has murking one abseree
an ever changing and dymamic plemam

:'"I.-'lT..' ' ]I '|‘-'|.".|.||.| IIJ"-'E LEI luIiEIJ'F ;J‘l:'EII
imteresting to see the completely varied
solotions that could have been derived
if, rather than stressing on the heroics
of channelizing the river| the designers
hadl explored a more noanced or literate
dimension so as to “evolve a strategy for
the develapment o coleerent urban sslem
wihiich is capable of handling e pressires
of a fast developing city”, It is rather unfior-
tunate that “the vision is limited to focus
on the development of the riverfront on
either side of the Sabarmati by construct-

ing embankments and roads, laying water
supply lines and trunk sewers, hllildll'.g
purmping stations, and developing gardens
and promenades. *

In the end, though the project claims to
wld ress |'.|r|.1]r|emx af ﬂn:_l-uding. sewage
treatment, and “removal of shemes" and
providing a plethora of trade opportuni

ties to the city, for the city of Ahmedabad
it’s an immense and invaluable opportu-
nity lost. Last in terms of addressing de-
veloprment issues that negotiates between
ground realtics and political visions; of
positioning and conceiving a develop-
ment {that was most definitely required
-:.'l.'lr'l:idl.':lll.g the Lack ufupen ApRLCES I the
city) not in an overbearing manner but
mare in terms of strategic interventions
and Jocalization. A lost opportunity in ad

dressing relations of river floodplains and
urban development, ane that recogmizes
contextual i'l.]."u:'lmlng}' and n:\.mluﬂy and is
nil :I'nul.:hl with Western 'n:vu-nn.Tn.'Ei:-'inE'
techniques to achieve sweepang narratives
of progress, beautification and cleanliness
a% sapn and azwaciated with the present

development model.

If the Sabarmati project is the leitmosit
in the comtext of river _tnd 1-.._|.h,'r|"r|1'|l
redevelopment projects now popping
ap in [ndiamn cities like Mumbai, Delhi

Surat, Kolkata and Lucknow, then the
|.1:ri'_|:r ;|u-u'\.'li-.|11 that looms the 'p|.;|1' ni1|}'
and design fratermty of the country is
the understanding of our hydraulic civi

lization traditions, As observed by Kelly
Shannon, "l is paradoxical that the old,
lov-fech Aleiv-cout amd mich systems of irnga-
fier netwarks, tanks, pords and ghats are
nof muzinttined and, in fadl, disappearing,

while Targest imvestoents are being made

Prdc Lrodic Mg sl Baochil | Scaroe er mhigskia org

fo bl mow daems, conlain waafer i ||?-iFlr.--
and eoebank rivgsfrants, Lirbarizition and

flapd comiral are vat developed 12 tatiader,

but it different seetors and often with
canradiclary conssquences.” “The design
fratermity undertaking such “mega-
projects’ probably needs to engage in a
MOTE |'|.'||.||I;|,-|j|u.-|;ij:-|i.|.1.1:| ¥ .LPPI!.M-I.'h that
equates demands of ecology, pressures
of development, associated livelilood,
contextualization of ‘recreation’ and
maore tmportantly recognize that rivers
are meandering by nature, dynamic in
flonw and 5|1|:1El-:||t*~|li'in!:_ fl'\..‘}'."l!:“l;;ll'lhl
are nol desigmed on a I\J.I.I||.il'|5 board o

flow in slide rule straights.

In thie case of the Sabarmati Boverfront
Development, it is unfortunate that the
large scale intervention pays scant regard
o an entire river system and limits the
vision of develepment to 4 stretch of
‘fromtage’ as seen relevant to the imme
diacy of the city. Given the long tradition
| 4,i|,'~.'|:_.:|1 i.-|1:_.:.:|5,l."|'|‘-1:'1l 1 both traditional

and conternparary) that the oty is fa-

mous for, the strong economic climate
of the region and the overwhelming
palitical support the development has
garnered, the intervention could have
easily been positioned to benchmark
the highest standards addressing public
gpace engagement as well as the future
of developmientin tra neitional socicties,
Rather than recreate insipld versions of
riverfionts fram the Seine or the Thames,
thie Spparmati Eiverfront could casily
have leapfrogged a century of design
thought, demonstrating effective inte-
gration of natural systems, cultural ap-
propriateness and development needs.
Itwauld have been extremely interesting
by exarmine how o YA FLVer sysienis
could have been understood, addressed
and articulabed i 3 marner that other
public projects in the country could

emulate I‘ll_'lr decades to come
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