Pune Hills on a Downward Slope
Politicians eyeing a pie in pensioner’s paradise squeeze out its lungs[image: image1] 
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PUNE: IF PUNE was once called a pensioner’s paradise, it was mostly because of its hills. No other major urban centre in the country has such abundance of them. Nestled in a basin of hills and greenery, Puneites had pleasant climate through the year, their taps had bountiful water 24 hours a day, while the Mutha river flowing through the city provided an ideal evening spot. 
Then politicians decided they wanted a piece of the pie, and now these lungs of the city are on the road to destruction. 
	

	


Quality of life has deteriorated as the ruling class (politicians and bureaucrats) have shown more interest in land instead of providing basic amenities which improve quality of life. Scientific urban planning has also taken a backseat thanks to the greed for land. 
With hills being taken over by residential complexes and the population growing at a stupendous rate — the density is already fourth highest in the country after Mumbai, Delhi and Hyderabad — the quality of life has taken a nosedive. Traffic congestion is common as vehicles grow by 300 every day and already number 12 lakh. Once touted as a hot IT destination because of its climate, academic profile and proximity to Mumbai, Pune is seeing investors backing away. Sources talk of a prominent foreign bank that had second thoughts about setting up a head office in Pune after it received a feedback on the quality of life in the city. 
But if one could put a finger on the trigger for Pune’s deterioration, it would have to be on the decision to rape its hills and make them concrete jungles. Take a look at the past six years. In September 1997, 38 villages surrounding Pune and housing these hills were merged with Pune Municipal Corporation. The Maharashtra Regional & Town Planning Act gave PMC two years to prepare a development plan (DP) for the extended areas. But soon after that, farmers from merged villages complained that while their agricultural land had been reserved for general purposes (for building civic amenities like schools, parks etc), builders were given a free hand on their land. With farmers roping in none other than Sharad Pawar to support their cause, a few villages were delinked from municipal limits in March 2002. 
Following this, PMC began a fresh exercise to prepare the DP for the remaining areas. For 21 months, it did practically nothing but four days before the deadline of December 31, a DP was passed that mainly caters to political considerations rather than to the development of these villages. 
Meanwhile, illegal structures have sprouted in the merged villages, making it impossible for civic authorities to provide public amenities or to implement the DP. Plus, under pressure, PMC has also kept far lesser reserved land in the merged areas as required by the Urban Development Department. Of the 9,784 hectares in 23 merged villages, the area under reservation is only 647.4 hectares. This means 123 hectares of land is open for residential purposes, without PMC making adequate provision for public services. Later, courtesy Congress corporators, the land under reservation has further fallen to 611 hectares. PMC was expected to propose 78 reservations for gardens and playgrounds, covering 312 hectares of land. But it has proposed only 52 reservations in this category, covering only 162.81 hectares. The general body further reduced the area under gardens and playgrounds in six cases in the merged villages. 
So far, 4 per cent construction for recreational purposes was allowed but politicians have intervened here too to hike it up to 8 per cent. Now PMC has proposed 8 per cent FSI (floor-space index) on hills in extended areas, that too for residential purposes. An earlier attempt to alter the FSI had been halted at the time of Manohar Joshi when alert citizens had raised a storm over the proposal to hike FSI on hilltops/slopes from 4 per cent to 20 per cent. 
Now, apart from the tightening noose of its overcrowded and underplanned suburbs, Pune itself hosts 513 slums. 
The situation is unlikely to improve as implementation of the existing development plan for old city limits alone requires around Rs 2,000 crore. According to a rough estimate, the DP for extended areas will need another Rs 220 crore. Past experience shows how difficult it is to extract a penny. 
	Politicians line up for slice of pie

	MAHARASHTRA politicians seem to have a special affection for Pune. Lok Sabha speaker Manohar Joshi had to step down from the post of chief minister because of allotting a piece of land here to his son-in-law in violation of the law.

But he isn’t the only one to apparently have an eye on Pune land. The current controversy too has its roots in politics. High-profile Congress Rajya Sabha member Suresh Kalmadi, who dominates local civic affairs, ensured hasty passage of the Development Plan (DP) before December 31 out of fear that the state government would take over the exercise if the deadline wasn’t met, especially since his rival in the state, Vilasrao Deshmukh, was at the helm of affairs. Local politicians, he apparently feared, would have little freedom then to decide on land.

Deshmukh on his part did not leave a single opportunity to embarrass Kalmadi over the issue. He first ordered a CID inquiry into complaints by farmers that money was playing a big role in proposing what land would be reserved for general use. The report never saw light of day. Deshmukh also delinked certain villages from Pune against Kalmadi’s wishes and put several obstacles while the DP was being prepared.

Another leader who has interests in Pune is NCP chief Sharad Pawar. His interests are political as most of the farmers around Pune are his supporters. For Pawar too, the dispute has been a good opportunity to score over friend-turned-foe Suresh Kalmadi. In fact, it were Pawar’s serious allegations on harassment of farmers which forced the government to order the CID inquiry. Pawar had also made similar allegations when Pune was rocked by another controversy over Transfer of Development Rights.

Besides, several politicians and bureaucrats have direct interest in Pune land as most of them have purchased flats, plots and farmhouses nearby.
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