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of the limitations of the bond market, such as hurdles of low rating, reluc-
tant investors, ambiguous regulations, and limited capacity and under-
standing of ULBs regarding market access.

Technological Fix and Urban Reality

The initiative underscores the use of sensors and digital technology to make
urban systems efficient, cost-effective and environmentally sustainable.
Sensor networks and digital cameras are expected to monitor the condition
of drainage networks and anticipate flooding. However, since only 20 per
cent of the road network is served by stormwater drains, flood monitoring
remains in the realm of wishful thinking. RFID chips attached to rubbish
bins are supposed to send alarms when they are close to being full, but
there is an obvious doubt about their application, considering that there
is only 50 per cent waste collection coverage in small and medium towns.
While Auto DCR (development control regulation) is being touted as a
tool to ensure an online and transparent building plan approval process,
it is unlikely to have a perceptible impact on the quality of life of ordinary
citizens in 76 per cent of our cities and towns that have grown organically
in the absence of Master Plans. The other implausibility of a technological
fix in Indian cities is that in a resource-scarce situation, allocation decisions
are predominantly influenced by patronage-based politics. Thus, despite
leaks in water lines or pressure drops perfectlv located through digital
systems, the decision to prioritise intervention would be decided by local
power relations.

Overarching Issues Confronting

Sustainability and Inclusiveness
The Indian urban scenario is a conglomerate of divergent development
patterns, wide-ranging norms and conflicting priorities of multiple stake-
holders, inherited from an indigenous, colonial, post-independent and
liberalised socio-political order. These layers interacted with the diversity of
physical and cultural landscape, inducing a complex heterogeneity in cities.
This is reflected in the differential access to infrastructure and opportuni-
ties in various parts of megacities, the contrasting urban form and activity
patterns of cities in deserts and hills, the divergent management priorities in
historic and industrial towns and variations in resource disposition in eco-
nomically vibrant and stagnant towns. The Smart City initiative, in its urge
to replicate the developed economy model, became a carrier of neo-liberal
urbanism, overlooking the range of diversity in Indian cities. The following
issues are challenging the sustainability and inclusiveness of the initiative.

Technocratic Approach to Governance
The obsession with monitoring and managing cities through ubiquitous
computing and digital devices disregards the city as a socio-political phe-
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infrastructure and housing projects in some of the better governed cities.
The Smart City initiative intends to reverse this trend and adopt a leap-
frog approach to development. The vision of overhauling existing cities to
achieve an unattainable level of service and the development of greenfield
cities through large-scale land acquisition are unlikely to be sustained in
the context of the prevailing socio-economic structure in the country. The
one-size-fits-all approach, and the manufacturing of cities in an identical
mould by ignoring the diversity of physical landscape, culture, history and
politics, are doomed to fail.

Downgrading the Role of ULBs

The ULBs will be silent spectators as SCDPs, to be formulated by exter-
nally hired consultants and SPVs, will be created for managing the cities.
The initiative belied the provisions of the 74th Constitution Amendment,
and charted a course of action that is undemocratic and unaccountable to
the citizens. The situation is analogous to the formulation of recent CDPs
under the JnNURM and previous IDSMT (Integrated Development of
Small and Medium Towns) Programme, which ignored the participation
of citizens and could not yield expected results because of the downgraded
role of elected ULBs.

Concluding Remarks and the Way Forward
Overarching issues and underlying shortcomings are the corollaries of neo-
liberal urbanism and mission-mode interventions being practised in India
since the 1990s.

The ambiguous selection criteria are resulting in arbitrary choices of
cities for investment. Any such initiative needs to be taken up as an integral
component of a comprehensive urban policy. The report of the National
Commission on Urbanisation formulated during the late 1980s needs to
be re-examined and amended under the changed circumstances. The chal-
lenge presently is to develop cities in conjunction with the development of
the regions. Small and medium towns, especially growing census towns,
should be treated as priority locations for investment and augmentation of
infrastructure and governance.

The obsession with the technocratic mode of governance is oblivious
to the legacy of cultural, political and ecological dimensions of wisely man-
aged cities. For example, the traditional built-form and street orientation in
the old cities of Jaipur and Jaisalmer contain clues for addressing climatic
discomfort, while the colonial hill settlements of Dalhousie and Darjeeling
negotiated the difficult topography with remarkable sophistication and
finesse. The megacity of Kolkata boasts of its wetlands as sites for sew-
age-fed fisheries, contributing to the natural process of waste recycling and
generation of local employment.

The leapfrog approach to development, in terms of unattainable ser-
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