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multiplicity of sources—whether it be lived experience, popu-
I:ud.mummadmlul]rmmm e suipgest & rarher dim
about the sate of urban planning in [ndis burgeoning
cities. L Bjfirkman’s book &5 a1 thoroughly researched and ﬂn‘ﬁ-ﬂlr
crafred woek that provides further evidence and perspective on this
sorry state of affairs. The innovation of the book iv the smare way
through which it s up and purues the subjecr. Rather than pea-
vide an overall commenmary on the mare of urban planning and in-
frastrucrure, Bjorkman appreaches the copic by fcusing on just one
aspect of the urban civic infrastracnare—rhe complex infrastracrural
and informarional nevwork requited o provide daily warer 10 resi-
deits of a large and expanding ciny
The dry in question is Mumbai, where Bjickman manages 1o
combine detailed ethnographic work with a histarical perspectives
of the city's development planning o provide us with a Fasci
account of the everyday struggles 1o provide water to the millions of
mpa-in the city'As she eloquentdy purs it in the Inrroduction:
In-contemporary Murshal warer s snade o flove by means of insimare faems
of kenowledge and nnggedng interventions im the city's comples ssd dyngmic
socéal, political ane hydrantic landscape. . Mumbai’ illegible snd volatle
hydméogies are leniding infratructiers increaming political salience jus @
incimste sssenshlages of kncwledge, powes, and maresisl sathosin. Tipe pali-
tics’ rebers o che new dreve of coniartation thar Mumbaisweees infravmnae-
tam anamate . . {p. 3

A ome fevel, the ssicoess of the boak can be viewed in terms of is
ability o make mtelligible the shove caim char, ar frse glance,
appear to be rather elabotate in it articularion of the complexities
surrcunding the daily warer disriburion nerwesk in Mumbal,

Wha is ir thar malkes the exercise of supplying water 10 the ciry
so challenging” The firse and perhaps ohvious guess would be
suggest a sipply sde sorp—there jist im't enough water available
m meer the vas demands of the ever growing cine As it s o,
the ool explanation o this case & not the correct one. Bidonan
suggesss right ar the heginning that the wiad amount of warer avil-
able & by and large adequate to meet the cny's needs, The challenge
rather lies in the complex distriburional nevwork and it is this char
over fime has. becorme unwieldy, eomplex and unpredicrable.

The source of water supply for Mumbal b 2 master balancing
reservoir north of the aorthern suburhs of the city, Over the years,
the avatlable water in this reservnir has been augmented by several
timely projects—the Upper Vairarna Project (1972}, the Bhareg 1
(1981}, Bhatsa 11 (1989} and Bhata U1 (1996) peojecrs. The distr-
burion of this water to the city har rwo components. Fisst, there is a
secondary transmiswon. pystem comprisng 4 neowork of mains ond
inlets carrying warer from the master balancing reservoir m 2 per-
wotk of service reservoire, Thes service meservoins are located at higher.

"Mo of her sthnographic work wes comduceed in 2009-10 fn Mumbaic b-Eas Wand,
3 geographically contlguces, sdminismsive, siecenl ard hydraulic unic
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elevation poinss scros the cty and the suburbe. Second, there is &
remEiey nerwork that supplies waser from the service reservoin o the
city’s end asers, The responsbility of distributing the water o users,
theretore, primarily falls upon the varioas service reservain with wa-
rer. dispensed by gravity 1o warbous parts of the dity which is divided
imco D10 warer supply zones. So, in perms of the problem of waner
supply, the challenge & Bjorkman darifics, s not one of limited
warer pesources. Bather, it s 3 "bydrmological and rechrologicsl prob-
berny of b 0o mainmain warer pressune during times of the day ahen
5 MENY Eps wWere open &t the same tme.” The desired scrategy of
the Hydraulic Engineering Diepartmiens (the water deparmment) of
the Mumbai Municipal Corporation (MMC]) 10 address the prab-
lem. &t leasr on paper, is to stock up the service reservoies during off-
poik bodirs and then to carefully coordivare the dismiburtion of warer
from the various service peservains 1o the dif-

e suppdy water v severad kocations direcily from she secondary s
teiri rather than via the tertiary one Further, the changing shifs
demiznd parterns forces the department o expEriment more and mon

with the intermictent supply timings
o, how has urban planning kept up with these growing chak
lenges? In another inciive part of the book, Bjorkman bunche o8
syseemaric critique of wrban planning in the city, characterizing in
opecation as one with a dear lack of vizion, myvobing dccions e
were ansichetical o the informasional complexities of the disriie.
tion sysrem and marked by a total policy paralysis, Her mijor poing;
of contention & the policy debace swrrounding the desizabiliny of
private secor participarion and imvestment in the water distriburinn
nerwork. Mo, whercas some private sector parncpanaon and e
ment in the dimnbusenal nerwork nesd noc necessrily be undeie
shide, whar happened in Mumbal s thet shis

ferenn par of the cties,

To me, the most fascinating part of the
book, indeed itz high point, i the dewibed
ethnographic work that Bigrkman pus in o
beinig vo light the full scope of chis carefis] and
complex coordinstion exsrcise. She-approaches
multiple smirces 1o stitch together her seome—
engineers at all levels of the MMC, sralf and
waorkers of the water department, including
the charfaalles or key men responsible for the
opening and closing of the valves through
which the actwal coardinarion in the warer
distnbugion system takes place, plimbers,
g, of course, end users. She ties che differ-
ent narmives in elegant and hicid prose and
nscceeds in drawing in the rrader w the mag-
ninide of the complex coordinarion exercize,
5o, by the dme we reach pepe 69, the reader
in: complerely keyed in on the problem ar
hiard:

Diesigning and operacing the new distmnbucan
wystem thast resquired mral-and-error machemarical
mdeing of dhe nevwnrks governed by each of
the service peervoin in onder o simalace the demands mude os the gpsem
durieg peak howrs, The simiularions requies inguiof deta on cich and every
componesnt of the distifbution nysem; pipe damesers, disencei, ficien
enefficionty, Aow esimare in each secrion of dhe sprem, details of each pipe
junction jor ‘node’], and estimayed dally and peak demands for each node in
each weanes gty sone, This analpis of presures, dmings end flows mas be
remicked every tme a warer main is enbirged or inodaced inso the ysrem
airder o ensise sleguase suppdy acrss sach one.

Several implicacions fallow from Bjeckman's carefial analysis. An
ingricare nerwork of information is required o operate the sseem.
Simple theorencal simularions ase not adequate 10 effectively oper-
ate it, Continuous improvization and experimentarion on 4 trial-
iand-error basis is required o sugment information abous the diseri-
bution sysrem. Given the intricacies of the informasional nepwork,
there 1i 4 need on the pare of the warer depariment o carefully
document whar is known. All of this consmirute exiremely labour
intensive processes. Finally, much abour the spstem b fundamen-
tally unknown. 5o, caution needs 1o be exercised when changing the
seatus quo. The ke point speaks to the consant need m impeovise
on theoretical plans as new circumsrances ermerge. This hag much 1o
do with the pace ar which the cty has grown. Very often the actal
growth of the city has been ar odds with the anticipared or planned
growth. This has meant thar the warer department has been forced
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debate meandered Bn for way too ooy, from
the 19808 o the 20005, Ay & conssquence;
the warer idepartment was left i a sotal lEmbe
and uncertainty regarding its role in che fuss
ture scheme of things. This had several seric
ouis consequences. In this period of policy)
ancertaingy the department began o cof
down significantly on hinng. Cine of the o
sualties from shis was the complere breskdown
of the smurvey and documentation procedons
of the complex mfarmarion eystem an which
the warer disrribucton nevwork & baile As o
revult, as time progressed, Mumbai had @ wa.
ter deparomeens, which at an instinitaral levd,
knew fess and less about bt water perwar, 2
The regular auditing ‘of the i 110w
supply rones using lahour inrensive prin-gaug. -
ing system was also ghen up. As such, the
department became more aivd more disoon- -
necred from locality level knowledge abaur
pressures, omings and Bows, Whar mads
MAELs WiEe over tme was that heny el
of private constrsction and resl exmce devel. |
openent Fllowed patterns chat were not in line with the cerefil Blos
prinits that had been envisiged poing back o the 1960x and 7. |
Further, the fact thar there was no proper documentarion of the
undergroimned warer dissmburion neowork meant that, for most pars
che warer department had wery lile documented informarion sheir
the new water infrastroctue ser up in the civy o keep up with chis
real essare development

Adsoaher naive assumption: sarroanding the privatization debass
that Bjdckman pointi out iz the belief that advanced, high-rech,
Bbour-gving technologies and rools could be introduced thar would
make the working of the water distribution nerwork complesehy kuow.
able. But as she notes, this kncwledge-production project was funs
damentally incoherent and incommensurable with che marenal ins
frassrucrure of Mumbai's existing warer nerwork. Az a resulr, this
exercise produced @ senes of discording dara that was womally st odd
with whar was known at the local level within the water department
Bjorkman also highlights the- role of the World Bank in the maa
misadveniures surrounding these new policy infdarives. She makes 2
compelling case as to why Mumbai's hydraulic chaos mist be
sidered a5 yer anoher site in the Bank’s long Hst of failures,
cally when it comes m impaorting knowledge from ouide Wit T
regard for local specificiciis, Evenvually privatization of Mimbaiy;
water dismibution was & non-sarter because of the lack af reliahle
dara, which, 2= Bjareman poinms our, was feself, in parr, o reslr ol




€ The city in guestion is Mumbai, where Bjadrkman
manages te combine detailed ethnographic work
with a historical perspectives of the city's
development planning to provide us with &
fascinating account of the everyday struggles to
provide water to the millions of taps in the city. 39

the ways in which this swo-decade long privarization debare had
wotally destroyed the wuter deparmment’s knowledge base af the dis-
eribution nerworks, Tr i worth poinring our thay what makes
Bpfirkman’s amalysis of this palicy impasse particulady compelling =
her ability i tease cut these findings from demiled inrerviews with
several vereran engineers and technocrats in the water department.

The other set of fadnaring sccounos thar Bjadman provides is
regarding the ways in which the different affecred parries have deslr
with the hreakdown of the water depurtment’s institutbonal knowl-
edge base of the warer dimmiburion nerwork and i consequences,
Theough detziled echnographic work, #he shows how this instim-
tiomal sructure has been replaced by local, decentralized arrange-
ments, all geared to the elusve project of making sense of the ciry's
unpredicrable warer fows. She carchully demils how knowledge abit
the water infrasrmiciere hes gor mare and more fragmenced over
time, both wathin e water department and outside. For insmance,
corider the operation of the wrtary network. On paper; the imple-
mertation of the sapply plan under it & the responsibilicy of the
oty's three asistant engineers (Contral) who sit in different regional
offices, Ir [ cheir responsibidicy v calcodste and imiplement the pre-
cise openition of the spenlng and elosing of the ciry's more than: B0
valves as well a3 decermine their nmings. Hewever, as pointed our
shorve, the warer deparrment’s’ inmitusonal base on these
valves' precise bocation and exscy procedure o open them v almost
ponexistent. As 3 resulr, this reponsibiliny in achualicy pete devolved
to ward-level offices, where this exercise is conducred by the ward’s
three o four chapduailar, What's more, this fragmentation of knowl-
edge & not confined to diffesent bevels of the warer department. For
inggance, in many phces, locl plumbers who de sot officially be-
lng o the deparmment have berter information sbour the locarion
of pipes and the operation of watet presises and flows in the region
than the engineers of the department.

What emerges forcefully in the analysis is the power of knowl-
edpe networks purroanding warer. Such knowledpe in today’s every-
day Mumbal 5 an ineredibly crucial and elusive resource, Thare
who are perceived o control it and in the know wield consderable
social influence, But, given rhe sheer unpredicrability and volarilicy
of the water network, it becomes imposaible o distinguish knowl-
edge from hearsay. As such, the water nenwork becomed the source of
intense rumour and speculation. For the everyday citizens of the
city, the name of the game; then, b5 1w forge and maintsin elaborae
lencwdedge-exchange nevworks. Taking the rght decisions in this re-
gard 15 the only way to mitigare the hydmulic risk that everpday
lrving enmails, By interrogating muluple lecations, Biickman s able
oo paint m telling piooure of these nsks and strategies o mirgate it

Mot parprisingly, such uncermintes surrounding che availabil-
Iey of water and the need o Forge effective nevworks of knowledps
andl inflasnce 1o hedge agains itx wolatiliny, animate the elecroral
process. Those seeking political office have 1 engage in the inevi-
table performative of demonstrating their hydranlic influence—that
they have 2 way of controlling and influencing the process by which

waber lpp:n.r:inﬂu_tt?s. But, giveni that no one quite undersands
how warer Aows, elecrosal comperition becores the termin of con-
testing byvdrulic Thote who can prevail in these con-
restations become policcally powerhal plavers in the dry, either as
elecred officials or critical power brokers. Unee again, Bjdrkman's
ethnopraphic work in making this case is fest raee,
Howerer, one aspece of the book char 1 Found lmlving was the
suthar's inability 1o step our of her ideological moorings. This pre-
vents her from pursiing more effectively her ethnographic findings
and letting it lead her 1w amadytically deeper terrain. As Empressive as
the fist of places thar she goes woin pursuic of her ach ethnographic
material iz ir i her inabilicy vo even take small sreps into places
oursicle her ideological belief system thar is slightly disappointing,
Far insance, she sreadfasdy hodds on o the idenlogical posivion chiar
all markee based Interventions and ressoning i5 Hawed. Thas
her from even considering the possibilicy thar nor sll marker based
inferventions may be in the service of some grand neoliberal agenda.
Tnhﬁ::]umndndnpmmtmﬁmﬂnthsbminphzin
Muinbai since the 19905 The scheme encounges privite secmor par-
ticipanty to enter into with slum dwellers to construce
new, op-gite aparrment buildings’ for chese dwellers: To' incentivize
auch private sector participation, the privite parner receives devel-
opment rights for either & part'of the property of in an alternative
location, Ts the scheme pefecd OF cowrse Tt B non Given the well
documented nenss between’ politicrans and bullders in the city, 1t
will be nafve to think that it won', in part. be exploiced in pervene
vays by builders. Az the same nme though, given thar diis nexas iy
3o well encrenched, i will be equally nafve to think thar stare un
programmes have not (or will not) be similarly exploired. The face
reraing that the public policy challenge of providing bousing to
Mumbai’s dum dwellers ix 3 garganmean one. The populagon of the
Mumbal metropolitan aect Ts abour 20 million. OF this, more’ than
hialf bive bn shoms. 5o, i we mke the aversge Bamily gze to be abowt §
people, then abour 2 million housing units are needed 1 provide
howiing o dum dwellers. Tt is impossible for any povernment to
rake thar kind of o public investmens in howsing. 5o, if the private
seczor can be recruived moosobve ar lesir par of the problem, then b i
it @ heretical stion. However, Bifokman docs not see it thas
wiry and chinks of this scheme ar pare of the problem. It does nor
appear that she 15 walling to consider an aliernative viswpaint in' this
regard. For instance, given her chomough ethnographic invessigiiona,
I iy surprmng that she did pot think it worthwhile to speak m civil
sociery organimninns and NGO like The Socery for the Promotsion
of Area Resource Centres, The National Slum Deeellers Federadon
or the Mahih Miden wha have acoively engaped with chis scheme a5 2
way of figuring our & wluion w the hiusing problem for dum dwell-
ers. By engaging with such marker based solutions, have such argan.
zations become ideologically impure and unworthy of & conversarion
for Bjbdemant In my reading, ultimately, it @ this ideological inrransi-
gence that prevents this work from reaching i true potential

Abinash Borah f 8 Deln based economist and faculty 8t Ashoks Universiy,

| Book News Book Nets

Wirrer: (zrowang {ndersanding, Emerging Fergpectiver edited by Mihir
Shah and S Vijsyshankas, pare of the series vided Readings on the
Economy, Polity and Society, 15 o collecdon from che Eronomec and
Polivival Weekly (1990 o 2014} and, reflecs the multdimensional,
multdiseiplinary charcter of management of water.

Orient BlackSeean 8¢ EFW, 2016, pp, 559, price not scated.
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