The

majestic imperial towers
in Mumbai and the
snazzy new airport in
Delhi (top right) repre-
sent the modern India
that is ready to leapfrog
into the global big league
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India’s cities are racing ahead, but have a long way
to go to be among the best in the world by Gurbir singh

ITIES and city life are the way of the
* future. In 2008, for the first time the
world’s urban population outstripped
© that of rural areas. In India, more
2% than half the population will be con-
centrated in urban areas by 2041, estimates the
World Bank. From Sao Paulo to Mumbai, a
chaotic demographic transition is going on. In
the developing world, the growth of cities is
unplanned, spawning slums and fractured
communities. In its wake follow nightmarish
problems of health and transportation.

Yet, cities are proven engines of growth. They
are the melting pot of diverse cultures that
encourage liberal thought; they bring together
a vast labour pool and provide access to educa-
tion and higher incomes for the masses. It is no
wonder then the World Bank strongly supports
urbanisation. Says Junaid Ahmed, World
Bank’s sector manager-urban for South Asia:
“Urbanisation also boosts rural economies. As
people migrate to cities, fewer people depend
on land for a living.”

But then the key is to build good, world-class
cities. Cities that tick. A well-planned city not
only provides a decent income, but offers hous-
ing that is affordable and humane, and an effi-
cient transport system. The cities in the devel-

oped world have grown to a plan over centuries;
but those in the emerging economies have
exploded in the past two decades, proving to be
a nightmare for city planners.

Take transportation. Berlin, London and
New York have extensive and efficient urban
rail systems. Berlin’s U and S-Bahn system
extends over 475 km, London’s underground
covers 408 km and New York’s subway is 390-
km long. In contrast, Kolkata opened its first
metro corridor in the 1980s, with just a 16-km
section, and the more recent Delhi Metro is
only functional over 60 km. Mumbai and Ban-
galore do not have a metro rail system yet.

Being unplanned, the cities also grapple with
unbearable densities. Mumbai’s inner city
boasts a population of 34,000 people per sq.
km. Compare this to London’s 7,800 or New
York’s 15,000 per sq. km. It is a pressure cooker
existence in most Indian cities.

Tale Of A Few Cities

Indian cities have a lot of catching up to do to
provide an efficient environment for living and
doing business. A 75-city index, developed by
the ‘Mastercard Centers of Commerce’ last year,
included only three Indian cities, and that too
fairly low on the index. Mumbai was at 48th
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Urbanscape

position, New Delhi at 61 and Bangalore at 66.
London topped the chart.

But these rankings do not capture the prob-
lem. In the cities of the South, the old and the
new, and the good and the bad, are sharply jux-
taposed. The resilient old order always manages
to drag and apply the brakes on fresh evolution.
Mumbai, as it becomes a financial services cap-
ital, is still grappling with problems related to
its century-old history as a manufacturing cen-
tre. Says Suketu Mehta, author of Maximum
City: “About 60 per cent of Mumbai lives in un-
inhabitable hovels. People travel to work in con-
ditions that are illegal for even cattle to be sub-
jected to. No city treats its people so poorly”

On the international competitivenss index
though, lack of infrastructure is a major failing
of Indian cities. Says Cheolsu Kim, Asian Devel-
opment Bank’s principal financial sector spe-
cialist: “Lack of infrastructure is seen as India’s
Achilles heel. It is estimated to cost the country
3-4 per cent of GDP every year to build it up.”

But Indian cities never fail to surprise. Mum-
bai, despite all its slums and traffic snarls, is still
No.1. The reason: an efficient work ethic, good
power supply, supportive industrial backup, all
add up to give it a top 78.5 overall competitive-
ness score in the BWW-Institute for Competitive-
ness study. Another optimistic indicator is the
strong performance of some of the tier-1I ‘emer-
ging’ cities. “Ahmedabad, Baroda and Visakhap-
atnam show a consistent performance on all in-
dices,” says Amit Kapoor, chairman of the
Institute for Competitiveness India. With che-
aper real estate and affordable living standards,
these will be the magnets of the future, even as
migration to big cities has begun to plateau.
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The good news is planners now see the need
for rapid transformation of the urbanscape.
Good infrastructure, quick decisions and sim-
ple laws will make our cities more attractive.
There is money being committed too. In
December 2005, the Centre launched its seven-
year Rs 50,000-crore Jawaharlal Nehru
National Urban Renewal Mission (JNNURM).
The results are beginning to show — Mumbai is
replacing its old sewer lines, and Ahmedabad
has spanking new buses. But somewhere
administrative will is lacking, or is mired in cor-
ruption. “Town planning is an area for local
authorities,” says V.K. Pathak, former chief
planner of the Mumbai Metropolitan Region
Development Authority. “But because the
stakes are large, states, as a
practice, overrule local bodies.”
The poor performance of the
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‘Choose the
right mix’

— Amit Kapoor

Honorary Chair, Institute for Competitiveness India, and
Professor of Strategy and Industrial Economics, MDI, Gurgaon
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Amit Kapoor, who led the study to rank
India’s most competitive cities, says the
country’s emerging cities have the potential
to grow into thriving business centres in the
future. Excerpts from an interview with BW:

= What are the most significant findings
Q m of the study?
A o Indian cities have a long way to go

= before their standards match Singapore
or Chicago. Our cities face infrastructural
constraints and mediocre management. But a
positive trend has been the emergence of new
cities. They can deliver in the long run if the
right policies are followed. The report assesses
the pros and cons of these cities, and, hence,
provides a direction for policymakers.

« What helped the top rankers make it
Q = to the top?

» Surprisingly, Mumbai has topped the

= rankings despite its poor liveability, but
the city is most conducive to business. Its long
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history of commerce helps it create space for
newer or advanced businesses. Delhi and
Bangalore lag on certain specific scales —
Delhi lacks a well-connected transport, while
Bangalore faces mediocre business conditions
though they are good enough to be recognised
among the top in the list of competitive cities.
These cities face infrastructure deficiencies
that increase the cost of living and business,
but it is the aggregation of many factors that
define a city’s competitiveness.

o Have the business conditions of Indian
Q = cities improved since last year?

» Yes. A key indicator is how cities are

= improving performance on factors such
as ease of doing business. But a worrying trend
is the crumbling infrastructure, and transport
woes that affect productivity.

m competitive? Or are they falling?

« An encouraging trend is the emergence

= of newer cities around the traditionally
acclaimed ones, and the development of new
urban agglomerations. A more optimistic
indicator is the stable performance of some of
the upcoming cities on competitiveness sub-
indices. Ahmedabad, Baroda and
Visakhapatnam perform consistently on all
indices, showing a more comprehensive
growth strategy. Their government bodies
have adopted the route to develop on grounds
of competitiveness as a whole rather than just
administratively or economically.

Q 2 Are smaller cities becoming more

= fare on business competitiveness?

 In the initial phase of development,

= cities developing around existing metros
will benefit from the existing infrastructure of
a big city, but a tier-II city needs to begin from
scratch. Each set of cities has its own
obstacles. Without a proper communications
relay and transport facility, a satellite city
cannot exist. Similarly, policies need to be
focused when developing a tier-II city to
match the metros in their business and
liveability potential.

Q o How do satellite towns and tier-II cities

» What are the key factors that will
Q m determine competitiveness of cities?
A « There is no key factor that a city would

w benefit from. The competitiveness of a
city is defined by the demand conditions,
factor conditions, related and supporting
industries and the extent of competition in the
market. Cities need to choose the right mix of
all these factors.
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