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55 years after the 1955 Bandung Asian-African Conference and 20 years after the
end of the Cold War, in the context of Globalisation, the world is still characterised
by wars, domination by the powerful, exploitation of the weak. In addition,
Globalisation has posed two challenges for the sustainability of our planet : the
degradation of Environment and the growth of Cities. People cannot escape from
these two global challenges, but face them in their own localities. The actors for
a sustainable future are therefore supposed to answer the “ Global Challenges”
with “Local Responses”.

The responses from Africa and Asia deserve special attention. On the one
hand, despite the continuous process of globalisation following the expansion of
capitalism, colonialism and imperialism started from Europe, Africa and Asia have
not been uprooted by Western Civilisation and are therefore thought to be the
source and pool of bio- and cultural diversity needed for the sustainability of our

planet.
On the other hand, Africa and Asia are particularly affected by the degradation of [ OWA RDS
Environment and the growth of Cities. The planet is in the midst of a 6th great A S USTAINABI E

extinction of life forms faster than the previous ones and the climate change largely

provoked by the “developed North” will be especially harmful to the “developing
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South”. As for Citification, the urban population worldwide grew over 10-fold during
the 20th century alone, and UN has projected in 2012 that “Africa and Asia together
will account for 86 per cent of all growth in the world’s urban population over the
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next four decades.”

So, what are the “Local Responses” from Africa and Asia to these
“Global Challenges”?

29 authors from 16 countries of Africa, Asia, America and Europe try to answer the
question.
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The River and the City
2012

Changing conceptions of the Yamuna in contemporary Delhi

- Sagarika Suri, Swati Janu

Abstract: The paper takes a look at how the river Yamuna, passing through the Indian capital
city, has dictated the urban patterns of the historic cities of Delhi and still continues to define and
reflect the contemporary city’s development and aspirations. From engendering the very pattern
of urbanism in Delhi during the Sultanate' period, to being relegated to a peripheral entity in the
capital of the new independent nation, the river and the hydrological systems associated with it
have been variously located within the psyche of the city. A look at the history of the river and
its tributaries offers a glimpse into the history, values and urban forms of the various cities of
Delhi.? By tracing the processes that defined the relationship between the river and the city over
time, the paper aims to understand how the river, in today’s developing city, is emerging as a
bastion for a myriad of agendas. With the river being pitched as a metaphor for urban renewal, it
is now being re-centered into the physical, social and political imagination of the city. The paper
argues that the physical, psychical and symbolic extent of the river affords an opportunity where
the revival of interest for the renewal of the river has the potential to become a renewal of the
city.

Sagarika Suri, B.Arch., Centre for Environmental Planning and Technology, Ahmedabad and
M.S. (Architecture and Urbanism), Massachusetts Institute of Technology, is an architect and
urban designer. Swati Janu, a graduate from the School of Architecture and Planning, New
Delhi is an architect and writer who has concerned herself with urban issues, particularly
around the city of Delhi.



1. Introduction- River as the Microcosm of the City

The Yamuna has been the location where many of Delhi’s stories have unfolded. It has been a
part of the city’s numerous narratives of mythical beginnings, transportation and drainage
infrastructure, public space, funerary rites, and urban development and decay. It has been
variously polluted, crossed, contested, venerated, ignored, even converted into a botanical garden
and pitched as a major infrastructure project for the developing city.

While the establishment of an elaborate canal and damming system linked to the Yamuna
informed the very process of urbanization in the city during the Sultanate period, the British
treated the river as an edge, building over the streams to create roads for the new imperial
capital. In the post independence period too, the river provided an ideal location for its urban
projects as well as a refuge for squatter settlements. Despite its gradual relegation to a city level
drain, the river has continued to have an important physical and psychological influence within
the contemporary city and in the 21% century, the river is being propagated as a desirable
backdrop associated with the city’s development and progress. Wealth, political clout, social and
ecological activism have all found a legitimate claim on the river in present times.

The paper will elucidate how the river has been appropriated, symbolically and physically,
particularly in the context of the contemporary city, by its various stake holders. It will present
the river within its contemporary urban context where it manifests the dichotomy between the
aspirations of the city beautiful and contending the evictions of urban poor from its banks; and
how the growing real estate value of the river, in the race for the coveted world class city status,
1s vying with concerns raised by environmentalists and conservationists.

The paper contends that the identity of the river with respect to the city, as a defining
geophysical feature and as a socio-political symbol, provides a microcosmic view of the forces
that have and continue to play themselves out in the formation of the city. It finally aims to
understand the various contemporary notions of the Yamuna as Delhi strives towards the coveted
world class city status and how the current re-centering of the river in the metropolitan
imagination can become an opportunity for the concomitant renewal of the river and the city.

2. Mapping the River- a brief Geophysical Description of the City and its Hydrology

Delhi is a triangle defined by the Ridge on its western edge and Yamuna on the east, which
formed the natural boundaries and provided security for its erstwhile settlements. It is this
favorable terrain that the Sultanates used, developing their cities around the hydrological system
of perennial and seasonal storm water drains that flowed from the highlands of the ridge and
drained west-east into the river. Today, most of these streams have been buried, built over and
across or become sewage drains dumping Delhi’s waste into the river.’

Entering the city at Palla village, the 22km stretch of the river between Wazirabad Barrage and
Badarpur Barrage, today, accounts for 80% of its pollution load. While constituting barely 2%
of its catchment area, Delhi is the single largest polluter of the Yamuna, with 22 sewage drains



emptying domestic waste into the river. In light of this contrast in the river’s usage and
treatment over time; it becomes pertinent to trace the river over the last thousand years of
urbanization along it in order to understand the urban processes and plans, leading up to its
gradual decline and present state of decay.

3. Tracing the River- the River’s Relationship with the Historic Cities of Delhi

The River and the Ridge, it was these two geographical features that made the Delhi plains a
favorable location for its first historic cities. These settlements were always located on a
highland for security and drainage, given the region’s rich subterranean hydrology. Standing atop
the Lal Kot wall in the middle of Sanjay Van®, one is offered a brief respite from the chaos that
marks the city today and can begin to imagine the outline of what is largely considered the first
city of Delhi.” Built by the Rajput kings, the city made use of the catchment areas of the hilly
terrain of the Ridge to build the water tank AnangTal, 10 km from SurajKund®, later expanding
the kingdom four times its size, to Qila Rai Pithora. However, it was in the Sultanate era that
hydrological engineering was pioneered, as a sustainable model of urbanism.

Psychological Location of the River in the Sultanate Period

During the Sultanate period, the establishment of an elaborate canal and damming system linked
to the Yamuna was central to the process of urbanization, ecology and governance in the city.
Understanding the terrain of the land and harvesting rainwater during the brief monsoon season,
the Tughlags’ designed waterworks not only for economic and military reasons, but also as an
informed ideology.

A system of water based structures, namely lakes and dams, can be traced in the form of a
network that made use of the surface runoff from the Ridge to create interconnected catchment
areas. Three concentric arcs of water channels, created and controlled by embankments along the
contours of the Central and South Central Ridge, collected its waters eventually draining into the
river.'” A hierarchical network of bandh-hauz-qasr-bagh-shahr, Hindi for dam-lake-fortified
village-orchard-city, was gradually set up along which the Sultanate settlements thrived for over
two centuries.

The damming of a run-off stream from the Ridge created a lake, providing an assured source of
water which in turn led to the formation of village settlements around it. The embankments
occurred at every two miles with only remnants of these structures today, with many of them
completely destroyed or constructed on. By acting as bridges and walls, the dams allowed for
easy continuous movement of troops along the Ridge, providing them with vantage points over
the plains. These were further fortified to take up the additional role of defense as well as postal
nodes. As the Sultanate grew, the water systems were developed and formalized, such as the
Satpula’’ dam, which also formed a part of the south-eastern wall of the city of Jahanpanah®.
Eventually the villages came to be recognized as distinct revenue and defense units.



The system of canals allowed for irrigation of fields on the outskirts of the city. These fields
were often converted into orchards and retreats for the royalty, incorporating gardens into the
system. Because the extent of the dam network allowed for a larger radius of suburbs, there was
a greater integration of the suburbs with the city. In addition, the aristocracy set up fortified
palaces along the network, located away from the main settlement for security from rebellious
populations. The fortified palaces in turn stimulated new urban developments around them; in
this way the presence of the canal and dam network allowed for the ‘multiple cities’
phenomenon, which has continued to define Delhi.

The River as Landscape during the Mughal Era

It was from the 16™ century, that the Riverfront came to be preferred to the Ridge for
urbanization, with the coming of the Mughals’’. The tomb, palace and garden architecture of the
Mughals responded to the river’s presence, which used it as a backdrop for aesthetic pleasure and
framing views. Separation marked the interface with the river in the form of high walls with
enclosed royal gardens creating private enclaves. This not only provided safe refuge from the
floods, but also offered social separation with a “riverfront whose dominant visual order spoke of
splendor and politically motivated spectacle”'®. The riverfront was considered an imperial
landscape, with access and views monopolized by the elite, as well as a transportation artery.

The walled city of Shahjahanabad, today known as Old Delhi, was situated along the western
bank of the river Yamuna by the fifth Mughal Emperor Shah Jahan. The Mughals developed a
sophisticated water system for garden architecture and masonry bridges such as the Barahpullah
and Athpullah, which still exist to date." In the city’s relationship with the river, is important to
note that the water from the adjacent river was used to fill only the moats around the walled city
and the Red Fort, but not in the canals and lakes inside.'® For this, water was transported through
the West Yamuna Canal over 120 kilometers carrying water from the river upstream at Hansi, in
the state of Haryana. First constructed by Sultan Firoz Shah during the 140 century, Akbar took
up the renovation of this canal for irrigation and to feed the inner canals of the walled city.'” This
regional canal entered the city at Kabul Gate and ran east-west towards the fort, the fort’s inner
channels running perpendicular i.e. north-south, though aligned parallel to the river'®

Colonial Period- Segregation and Manifestation of Empire

While the Mughals capitalized on the riverfront for its views and as a cultural landscape, the
British colonizers treated the river simply as an edge to the city of New Delhi, for draining off
sewage. In September 2010, remains of an elaborate underground double barrel sewage network
from the British era were unearthed by NDMC (New Delhi Municipal Council) when it started
digging for the construction of subways at Connaught Place."

For the British, New Delhi was a showcase city for the empire.”” The Capital was shifted from
Calcutta to Delhi with much aplomb in 1911. Laid out southwest of Shahjahanabad, New Delhi
was designed to inspire awe, to manifest segregation and supremacy. The site, today known as



Lutyens’ Delhi after its planner-architect, was a flat area defined by the Delhi ridge towards the
east and the Nizamuddin rivulet towards the west. The layout of the ancient rivulets was
reinterpreted as circulation routes, with new roads built over the existing streams, burying
them.”!

The British used the course of streams and the layout of landscape as a means of establishing
segregation between the colonizers and class based neighborhoods. Streams were diverted, for
instance, those originating from Indian Clerks’ Housing at Gole Market”” and flowing
southwards towards Windsor Place and Princes’ Park, to sever physical and visual
connectivity™. The city greens were laid out at the periphery of the old city, to create a barrier
from the indigenous dense settlement. The creation of New Delhi was simultaneously the
creation of a large insulated community, with this imperial physical form continuing as an elite
enclave even today.

With a European approach to planning, borne as a response to the environmental and social
effects of Industrial Revolution, ‘colonial urbanism’ was rooted in conceptions of sanitization
and public health and looked down on informal and local urban practices®*. The British took up
the construction of water supply lines for their new capital city with an underground sewage
network that ultimately drained into the river. Thus, began the use of the Yamuna as a drain,
which set the tone for Independent India as well, continuing the river’s gradual relegation up to
its eventual and complete decline today. While the media has been raving over hundred years of
Delhi as the capital®, it might help to remember that it is only in this last century that the city has
managed to misuse its river as a drain in all of its thousand years of urbanization along it.

Post-Independence- Partition Frenzy and Continuing Segregation

Independence, and the Partition®® that accompanied it, saw an unprecedented exodus between
India and Pakistan amidst violence and frenzy. The capital of the newly independent nation
witnessed a tremendous increase in population, without the means to cope for it. Refugee
colonies were first laid out along the low lying east banks of the Yamuna, a continuation of the
notion of the river as an edge to the city from the colonial period. Along the lines of what the
British had started when, for the first time in Delhi’s history they ‘resettled natives’ in the Old
Shahadra area on the east banks of the river,”’ the river was treated as a periphery to keep away
the ‘unruly, unwanted’ populations despite land being available south of the city.”® As more and
more refugees poured into the city the settlements were later extended to sites towards the south
and west of the city, to form the present South Delhi colonies® such as Lajpat Nagar and
Malviya Nagar, and Karol Bagh, Rajendra Nagar, Tilak Nagar, Patel Nagar in the west.

The use of the river for socio-economic segregation can be seen as a continuation of the colonial
approach. Even the naming of the new government colonies set up around the same time, such as
Sewa Nagar, Vinay Nagar, Maan Nagar and Shaan Nagar,® was a reflection of the civil service
hierarchy based on status and income- a legacy left behind by the British.>’ The two most



prominent geographical features of Delhi, the River and the Ridge further played an important
part in the pattern of residential segregation, with the relegation of refugee and socio-
economically weaker colonies to the east and west of the city; while the rich and affluent
continued to settle southwards- these segregated residential zones dictating real estate prices and
social perceptions till today.*>

Gradually the river’s edge came to acquire a new significance. As the city grew on either side,
the river no longer remained physically peripheral. However, it continued as a backyard to the
city, akin to a sewer, that the urban poor came to occupy.

The Emergency and the Unequal Dynamics of Encroachment and Evictions

The original inhabitants of the river were the river bed cultivators who had occupied the banks
for many generations, connected to a centuries old ridge-river-agro tradition.*®> These peasant
communities held leasehold rights to the riverbed, which were recognized by the government
after independence. The first Delhi Master Plan, drafted in 1962, designated the edge as
floodable which meant that except for a few recreational parks on the western side, the
embankments were to be left devoid of development. At the same time, it is this very same
Master Plan that allowed for setting up of thermal power plants and an electric crematorium on
the west bank of the river, continuing the city’s treatment of the river as an edge.** Today, three
thermal power plants are situated along or near the river, together dumping 60,000* tons of fly
ash daily into fly ash ponds which inevitably finds its way into the city drain, namely the
Yamuna. While the original inhabitants of the river bed have been long evicted in the name of
encroachment, it is these power plants that have been the largest encroachers on the ecology of
the city, for over fifty years and still continue to do so.

With the large scale refugee influx followed by immigration from the neighboring states in a city
whose master planning fell grossly short of its requirements, unplanned settlements sprung up
with this ‘unorganized’ sector constituting nearly half of the city today. In the name of ‘City
Beautification’, which was initially started by the British in 1936, and continues to define the
city authorities’ approach to cleanliness and development;’’ it is this informal city that has
always borne the brunt of eviction and displacement while large scale state sponsored
encroachments or those by the rich, have been overlooked.*® The process of reclaiming the river
bed translated into evictions which started as early as 1967°°. During the national emergency in
1975, amid much chaos and political upheaval, almost 700,000 people from various ‘slum’
colonies were evicted and relocated to make way for city beautification projects. Most of the
evicted were resettled across the city along the river’s east bank. Yet again the river became a
barrier between the city and its undesirable elements.

With the 1990s, came Post-Liberalization and Globalization, the city being keen on achieving its
‘World Class’ status. In the March of 2004, Yamuna Pushta- a settlement of over 150,000
dwellers on the banks of the Yamuna was bulldozed to rubble. The unauthorized colony, until



then considered the largest and oldest ‘slum’ of Delhi, was simply swept off the map® to make
way for a 220 acre riverside promenade as a part of the beautification drive for the
Commonwealth Games. Today there is no sign of such a green belt and the same plot of land is
being used by MCD to dump garbage illicitly.*' Equally shocking is the story of the river itself,
which is now the most polluted river in the country- with more than half the city’s sewage
flowing into it without adequate treatment.

The Games as Mega Events in Urban Development-1982 to 2011

“Mega-Events are premeditated spurts of concentrated urban activity**

. Mega Events such as
International Games are increasingly being looked upon as opportunities for urban regeneration
and transformation. As in the case of Barcelona Olympics 1992, large scale urban development
with long term changes has been brought about by using such events as catalysts for change.*’
However, an attempt to create a ‘showcase’ city that focuses on the ‘spectacle’ of the Games
event itself, looking at short term economic returns, can bring about ecological and social

deterioration, as has been the case with Delhi.

The Asian Games in 1982 were seen as an opportunity to spruce up the infrastructure of the city
and many exceptions to the 1962 Master Plan were made to achieve this. The Asian Games
development was sited along the river bank because of lack of space elsewhere in the city- a
move that started to change the status of the neglected river, integrating it into the development
plans of the city. Billions of rupees were spent on the construction of ‘world class’ stadia, with
Jawaharlal Nehru Stadium being the centre-piece, Indira Gandhi Stadium** and Yamuna
Velodrome constructed on the west banks of the river, and Talkatora Stadium in the Ridge area.
A part of the Siri Fort Forest was cleared for the Asiad Games Village, designed by the reputed
architect Raj Rewal, and the city saw the construction of new hotels, roads and flyovers. These
developments along the floodplains of the river and on the protected greens of the city, were in
gross violation of the Master Plan, but escaped criticism in the name of ‘national prestige’ and
patriotism.*

This trend of unsustainable urban development at the cost of its ecology only continued with the
Commonwealth Games held in 2010, which is now being looked at as a showcase of missed
opportunities. The sprawling 100 acre*® temple complex Akshardham, whose construction was
allowed on the eastern floodplains of the river in the name of religion, and opened to public in
2005, paved way for further development on the banks. The multi storied luxury apartments,
deceptively touted as a Games ‘Village’*” were next to come up, covering an area of over 150
acres. Mired in controversy and sealed after the Games for having violated FAR [Floor Area
Ratio] norms, these apartments now remain vacant.

Apart from a lot of embarrassment over allegations of scams and corruption,*® the Games have
also left behind in their wake- a 4km long stretch of elevated road on the Barahpullah Nallah®
and parking for 300 DTC [Delhi Transport Corporation] buses on the floodplains which was



initially allowed in the name of temporary parking for the duration of the event. The other
biggest player in the concretization of the riverbed has been the DMRC [Delhi Metro Rail
Corporation], with the Yamuna Bank Metro Station and Depot, Shastri Park Metro Station and
Depot and the Akshardham Metro Station built on the river’s eastern floodplains. The two new
metro lines crossing the river now give the people a brief glimpse of their river which has now
become a mega drain for the city and also its hottest piece of real estate. With billions of rupees
spent on the alleged cleaning of the river through various plans such as the Indo-Japanese
bilateral Yamuna Action Plans I and II, and a likely phase III, the city has nothing to show for it.

4. Re-Centering the River

A cross section through the river at a given time in history provides a microcosmic view of the
city; the decisions, dialogues and conflicts related to it accurately represent the nature and
condition of the city and vice versa. While the utilitarian and aesthetic significance of the river is
easily identifiable in the Sultanate and Mughal periods, the capital city of the newly independent
nation, trying to cope with many unprecedented issues and events, was unable to perceive or
develop the public importance of the river, relegating to it functions that were undesirable within
the city. The river lost out on its due aesthetic, recreational and symbolic importance, and the
denizens lost out on access to the river.

Currently the river is being re-centered within the metropolitan imagination and exerts a renewed
physical and psychological influence on the contemporary city. On one hand, the paucity of
physical space in the city affords new real estate and infrastructural importance to the river and
the hydrological systems associated with it, which represent large tracts of open space in the
heart of the city. On the other, the river as a visible, historic and neglected feature which
meanders through the length of the city provides an appropriate symbol and space for many
types of urban agendas, from the environmentalist concerned with ecology, the political entity
propagating the idea of beatification as manifesto, the social activist bringing to light the
lopsided development in the liberal city. The attention to the river and the coming to light of
these various agendas in turn signal a maturing of the civic classes and the development of
divergent views through exposure, education and experience, through which the city heralds its
world class status, transcending from a nascent urban entity to a more complex one.

Despite the phenomenon of the developing city and the physically shrinking river, reduced to a
drain in many places, the symbol or idea of the river continues to expand in the contemporary
narratives of the city and the current re-centering poses opportunities for both the city and the
river.

5. Epilogue- Re-imagining the River

In describing the rejuvenation of the LA River, Robert Gotllieb argues that the rejuvenation of
the river is intrinsically linked to social change in the city and that solving the problem of the



river would be symbolically akin to solving the problem of the city.”® The project of the river has
the ability to be many things at once, from infrastructure, memento, and public space to a social
equalizer, much like the recently completed Delhi Metro Rail project which has come to
represent a democratic piece of city infrastructure. Like the Metro, the river too has a
meandering presence, passing through disparate parts and enabling access to it could create
another egalitarian project for the city.

Governments have a proclivity of framing issues as techno-managerial’' rather than aesthetic or
socio-cultural. As a result, the scope and focus of development supersedes the community scale
and becomes more solution and infrastructure oriented; issues of traffic flows, parking, and
sewage treatment sidelining community scale interventions linked to livelihoods, recreation or
public art. The floated and much debated plan to channelize it, based on the Thames model,”
further elucidates the myopic vision, of reducing it to a concrete channel in the absence of an
inspiring vision. Not only is it a means of giving over its banks for commercial urbanization
which is criminally destructive to its bio-ecological system, but it also fails to recognize the
potential of the project wherein the river has to be viewed as a networked public space, a city
scale connector.

Social programs related to livelihoods, recreation grounds, periodic markets or events along with
technical ones like sewage interceptors and ecological interventions need to be seen in tandem.
Projects like the network of cycling and pedestrian pathways along the network tributaries
draining into the river, proposed by Morphogenesis,” are illustrative of this approach. The
Yamuna-Elbe Public Art Project, held in 2011 end, was another initiative to bring the people of
the city to the river, to see it, touch it and acknowledge its presence or lack of, rather.

In the city, the concept of nature becomes as much a human idea as a non-human thing and
environmentalism as much a cultural prospect as a natural one.”* Nature emerges as an important
symbol of community in the urban setting. The cleaning, beautification and cultural-commercial
programming of rivers and other natural features have been used to evoke the revitalization of
many cities. The recent discourse around the cleaning and development of the Mithi River in
Mumbai and the Sabarmati riverfront development in Ahmedabad, are examples that indicate
how intertwined rivers continue to be with the lives of the cities through which they flow, and
that the renewal of the river is also seen as renewal of the city.

The unique location and terrain of the Delhi plains ensure that the River has and will continue to
be one of the most important elements of urbanization and development in the city. In the
contemporary city, the river has been ‘commodified’, and more long-term, democratic and
sustainable ways of engaging with the river need to be imagined.”” Given the ongoing re-
centering of the river in the city’s plans, albeit for diverse and disparate agendas, the time is ripe
for an intelligent revival of the river- which has the potential of acting as a metaphor for the
renewal of the entire city.



NOTES AND REFERENCES
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historic city of Tughlagabad is the site of the annual SurajKund Fair today

? The Tughlugs (1320—1414) were a Muslim family of Turkic origin whose rule of North India started in Delhi

' In 2000, Architects Danny Cherian and Anjali Aggarwal discovered 15 historic water harvesting dams along 40
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Ghat were settled in Welcome Colony in East Delhi. However, with more migrants regularly pouring in, these slums
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