NGIJI, An International Peer-Reviewed Journal
NGSI-BHU, ISSN: 0027-9374/2020/1741
Vol. 66, No. 2, June 2020

The Socio-political Relevance of the Indian Smart City
Mission: A Critical Analysis

Apala Saha
Assistant Professor, Department of Geography, MMV, B.H.U. Varanasi
(Corresponding author's email: apala2010@gmail.com)

Abstract

The world is becoming more and more urbanised by the day. India also is all set to become an urban
majority nation by the mid-twenty-first century. Most of India's urbanisation seems unplanned and
mismanaged leading to a host of social problems like slum extensions, social exclusions, absence of basic
accessibilities with the widespread prevalence of social injustice and the process has been majorly
attributed to migrants from rural areas. Post-independence plans exhibit several instances of correcting
congestions in India's big cities through the creation of alternate absorption points. With this background
in mind, the paper goes on to argue that, the urbanisation of mid-sized cities have proven to be mostly
unimpressive, failing to relieve the big cities, thereby generating a top-heavy structure. It further finds,
through an extensive content analysis that the Smart City Mission was introduced to rid the Indian cities of
its long-pending issues by enabling big cities to accommodate better and most importantly empowering
mid-sized cities to emerge as centres of growth. However, following the tradition of a certain kind of
project-based urbanisation; the mission appears to have inherited vulnerabilities like hierarchical power
structures, inadequate local bodies, the dependence of private players, exploitative market forces and
inter-group and inter-spatial conflicts from its predecessors like the INNURM. Undoubtedly, the intent
has been to learn from the past but the basic federal structure of governance, the complex socio-spatial
dynamics, the varied stakes and concerned stakeholders causes one to re-think if the mission can entirely
be a success and create cities which can globally be identified as smart.

Keywords: Smart cities, India, socio-political relevance, ugovernance, hierarchies of power, social
capital, stakeholders

Introduction

Policymakers across the world have
been attracted to the idea of smart cities in
recent years. These are initiatives that
connect an individual city with all its
complexities to global ideas and networks.
Smart cities possibly found space in urban
literature in the last decade of the twentieth
century (Anthopoulos 2017). The
developed world seems obsessed with

smart cities because a majority of their
population lives in the urban areas (Albino
et al., 2015). However, India is still not in
that league, not undermining the millions
who migrate to Indian cities from the
villages and peripheries every day.
'Globally, more people live in urban areas
than in rural areas, with 55 per cent of the
world's population residing in urban areas
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in 2018. In 1950, 30 per cent of the world's
population was urban, and by 2050, 68 per
cent of the world's population is projected
to be urban. There is significant diversity in
the urbanization levels reached by different
geographic regions' (World Urbanization
Prospects: The 2018 Revision, 2019,
United Nations, Department of Economic
and Social Affairs: Population Division)
North America is most urbanised, Africa
still is predominantly rural and Asia is
closely approaching the fifty-fifty marker
(World Urbanization Prospects: The 2018
Revision, 2019, United Nations,
Department of Economic and Social
Affairs: Population Division).

'As per the 2011 census, approximately
30% of the total population of India is
residing in urban areas and it is expected to
reach 40% by the year 2050. India's urban
population is expected to increase from a
little under 350 millionin 2011 to about 800
million by the middle of the 21 century, an
increase of an astonishing 500 million
persons. At this point, urban India will
account for more than half of the country's
population. India will thus make a historic
transition from a largely rural and agrarian
society to one that is predominantly urban.
This will be more than an economic
transition' (Jha and Tripathi 2014,) and
therefore calls for preparation. Preparation
is crucial because the urbanisation that is
being experienced by Indian cities is a
direct function of rural-urban migration
since 'urban-rural growth differentials
increased from about 1% per annum during
1991-2001 to 1.61% per annum during
2001-2011...[and]...The urban-rural
natural increase growth differentials
remained almost constant (4 per 1,000
population) during 1991-2000 to 2001-
2010' (Bhagat, 2011). Also, unlike cities of
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the developed world, India has a top-heavy
structure with a major bulk of the urban
population living in big cities resulting in
urban agglomerations. Therefore, the
nation needs to empower its big cities to
accommodate more and cities of the middle
order to be able to absorb the spill-overs.
Arguably, urbanisation so far in India
seems unplanned and mismanaged. It has
led to some pressing problems like
informal growth of peri-urban areas, slum
extensions, increased water crisis, solid
waste mismanagement and social
exclusion (Aijaz 2016). The purpose of
creating smart cities in India is to relieve
the cities of their present problems, to
revive the cities and restore in them the
abilities to function as centres of growth
despite the helpless crowding, basically, 'to
upgrade India's growing cities' (Fennell et
al 2018). The project was initiated in 2014
to create a hundred smart cities.

Through the post-colonial history of
India, planners have somehow always been
convinced that industrialisation and
urbanisation are the only solutions to the
existing problems like urban poverty, rural
poverty, unemployment, rural-urban
migration and resulting social inequalities
and injustices. Ayona Datta (2015) in this
context has explained how governments of
independent India have always made
attempts to correct the colonial (especially
partition driven) haphazard urbanisation by
juxtaposing city-making with development
and modernisation through planned cities
like Chandigarh, industrial cities like
Jamshedpur and more recently through
smart cities. And in this urge, she argues
they have not invested enough attention
and budget on 'addressing existing social
exclusions' and thereby reinforcing 'long-
standing social inequalities' and this
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attitude she terms as 'utopian urbanisation' have surpassed these cities, further
because these cities in the Indian context crowding up megacities, in a way implying
have failed to create the expected failure of these new brand of cities created
opportunities and absorb migrants, who atdifferentstages.

Table 1: A historical summary of urban planning in India: the focus of different plan periods

First plan (1951 — 1956)

Diagnostic Surveys of urban conditions and preparation of master plans
for cities

The second plan (1956 — 1961)

Developing competent Municipal staff

Third plan (1961 — 1966)

Regional and urban development plans

Fourth plan (1969 — 1974)

Minimum needs Programme, Environmental improvement of urban
slums

Fifth plan (1974 — 1979)

The f irst time the term ‘urban development’ featured, integ rated

development of small and medium towns,

Sixth plan (1980 — 1985)

Prime Minister’s Grant Project

Seventh plan (1985 — 1990)

Urban basic services, urban basic services for the poor

Eighth plan (1992 — 1997)

Infrastructure development in megacities, Prime Minister’s Integrated
Urban Poverty Eradication Programme, National Slum Development
Programme

Ninth plan (1997 —2002)

Swarna Jayanti Shahari Rozgar Yojana

Tenth plan (2002 — 2007)

Urban Reforms Incentive Fund, INNURM

Eleventh plan (2007 — 2012)

Some focus areas were slum, sanitation, transport and water supply

Twelfth plan (2012 —2017)

Smart City Mission, AMRUT

Source: Summarised by the researcher using information from Sivaramakrishnan, 2011, p.1-10

The interesting bit about smart cities is that
it does begin as a project at a specific point in
time in the life of a city, as it did in India in
2014, but as it unfolds, it seizes to remain only a
project of urban and regional planning, it
transforms the city to an extent that it continues
to exist and influence human lives possibly
forever till it acquires a more complexed
identity through time. Therefore, once
initiated, there will be no end to this process.
This entails continually added complexities,
which the smart city must be flexible enough to
accommodate and efficient enough to deal
with. Smart cities are expected to even talk
back and respond to their inhabitants (Griffiths,
2016).

'In the Indian context, smart cities made
their appearance in the election manifesto of
the current government in 2014. Before this,
urban development was guided by the
Jawaharlal Nehru National Urban Renewal

Mission (JNNURM), and more recently by the
Atal Mission for Rejuvenation and Urban
Transformation (AMRUT). While AMRUT
and smart cities are interlinked, there are some
differences as well. Urban development under
AMRUT adopts a project approach and is
concerned with the delivery of basic services
and amenities to improve urban quality of life
in 500 cities and towns with a population of
over one lakh. The focus is on the provision of
basic services such as water supply, sanitation
and transport, and promoting urban
governance reforms (PIB 2015). The smart
cities concept note, released in 2014, detailed
the "vision of developing 'one hundred Smart
Cities', as satellite towns of larger cities and by
modernising the existing mid-sized cities"
(MoUD 2014)' (Mundoli, 2017).

Given this background understanding, this
paper attempts to critically argue out the socio-
political relevance of the smart city mission
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having situated the same within India's history
of urban planning and its consequent
challenges. The study attempts an analytical
understanding of the problem through
extensive content analysis.
Data sources and methodology

The paper has been developed theoretically
using the content analysis method by analysing
information, photographs, meaning and
message contained in policy documents, print
media and existent literature to attempt a
critical understanding of the problem.
Results and discussion
Hierarchies of power

The 'JTNNURM has emerged as a template
for national-level urban initiatives post-2014,
such as the Atal Mission for Rejuvenation and
Urban Transformation (AMRUT) and the
Smart Cities Mission (SCM)' (Sadoway et al.,
2018) and thus it can become a possible
'window' to realise the challenges of urban
governance in India. It reiterated the challenges
of decentralisation whereby despite the 74"
Amendment of the Constitution, the ability of
the higher-order bodies to supersede the lower
bodies and second, the corruption within the
same that enabled more powerful states/cities
to manage an upper hand in terms of the
funding, the governance and so on took away
from the very objective of the mission to
empower the grassroots, where transparencies
stand forever questioned (Sadoway et al.,
2018). This in turn resulted and aggravated the
existing imbalances in urban development. The
outcome was not only inequalities among
Indian cities, but within them as well. Since the
mission most organically deviated towards
market-led forces it eventually manifested in
urban exclusions and injustices. The Smart
City Mission is an offspring of the JNNURM
also has the basic federal structure of
governance at its core and thus it appears as
much vulnerable to hierarchies of power.

201

However, to combat these shortcomings,
investments have been made to create the
special purpose vehicles (a separate body for
governance, project preparation, funding and
the entire maintenance of smart cities). This, in
turn, poses questions like, what happens to
these bodies once the mission comes to a close;
can we dissolve the body and remove the
members? And second, has this not
disempowered the ULBs further?

As far as the next big challenge is
concerned, the fact that the smart city mission
is focussed towards creating competitive urban
spaces in mid-size cities and fringes, where
they are still not full-fledged realities, has re-
opened the debate on backwash effects versus
spread effects. But when there is a rush to
transform cities before the next elections
arrive, to pose cities as solutions rather than
finding solutions to city problems, to opt for a
'private sector-led development', then the
former is more likely than the latter because
driven by the urge of accumulating capital,
corporates will make the least of efforts to
ensure inclusion and driven by the urge to
sustain power, governments (at all levels) will
make the utmost of efforts to ensure visible
change. This finds justification, for example, in
the motive that "The smart city program is also
aligned toward transforming India into a
knowledge society' (Chatterjee et al., 2017),
which essentially is also a precondition for its
success. This seems to have turned out to be
less solution-oriented and more like 'building
castles in the air' in a country that is home to the
largest number of illiterates in the world, as
reported by '"The Hindu', analysing UNESCO's
Global Monitoring Report, released in 2014,
the same year the smart city dream was
launched (information retrieved from
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/indi
as-illiterate-population-largest-in-the-world-
says-unesco-report/article5631797.ece).
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Through these two instances, one is trying to
pose the argument that the challenges are
double-fold. One, those that would invariably
emerge in the way of creating smart cities, as is
conceptualised by the present government and
two, those that would emerge if the so
conceptualised smart cities become realities.
Social capital, sustainability and justice
According to a study of budgets, conducted
by the Reserve Bank of India (2018), ithas been
admitted that 'The composition of expenditure
on social services points toward a shift in
expenditure from education and health to other
types of expenditure such as water supply and
sanitation, housing and urban development,
though the former accounts for around 55 per
cent of total social service spending. Recent
initiatives such as the Swachh Bharat Mission,
affordable housing schemes and the smart
cities mission appear to be the major drivers of
this shift'. This information channelizes the
discussion towards a socio-economical
approach to understanding smart cities in India.
In doing so, concepts like social capital, social
sustainability, social justice and the likes
demand attention, precisely because if smart
cities are being created in the Indian context to
behave as the solution of urban Indian issues,
then issues about the urban society in the wake
of neo-urban processes does occupy a position
of centrality in the Indian way of life. If 'Smart
Cities fail to incorporate the attributes of
culture, politics, policy and governance,
[only]...a technological solution alone is not
capable of addressing the deep-rooted
structural malaise inextricably linked
to...social dynamics...There is a large
possibility that the technocentric governance of
Smart Cities may further push the urban poor to
the margins of cities... the initiative has an
ambitious objective of creating transit-
oriented, walkable, cyclist-inclusive, livable
cities, but in reality, the rising number of
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personal car ownership and private enclave
urbanisation during the last two decades have
created a marked polarisation based on class,
caste, social hierarchy and the professional
position. Cities have significantly lost their
shared character and with the phenomenal
participation of the private sector, as envisaged
in the Smart City initiative, they are likely to be
converted into a breeding ground of crony
capitalism' (Roy, 2016).

Under such conditions, the role of the state
allegedly shifts 'from the promotion of social
welfare to the dispensation of fiscal welfare'
thereby creating further room for 'private
reinvestment in new facilities and new patterns
of land use, with dislocating effects for existing
patterns of work, settlement, and social
organization. Moreover, the changed form of
state involvement creates a misleading
impression that the state's role in the economy
and society is being reduced. Rather, while
remaining central, the state's relations to capital
and ordinary people are being restructured'
(Smith, 1984). Therefore, the smart city faces
criticism of re-enforcing the city-capital
symbiosis (Saha, 2019). With a hyper-powerful
state at the centre of all this, a situation of
organised and institutionalised marginalisation
emerges, theorises, Smith (1984).

The journey of a city towards becoming
smart has been a manifestation of its struggle in
trying to untangle the threads of a complex
urban political economy, at the foundation of
which lies the dynamic equilibrium of
capitalist production and (created)
consumption patterns. Therefore, the debates
surrounding the 'urban question' have largely
been around 'the autonomy of the state', urban
development triggered 'social action in space
and time' and 'being and consciousness in
shaping the social production of urban space'
(Smith, 1984) among others.

The post being only facilitators to market-
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systems, cities themselves started behaving as
markets and operated largely on the principles
of the same. This led to the obvious
accumulation of capital and generated large
scale inequality and inequality driven issues in
the concerned societies. So much so that the
cities themselves started creating hindrances
now for the market, for example, frequent
labour class protests distracted investors.

In a scenario of this nature, the State had to
intervene to ensure mass satisfaction and
smooth functioning of the market to re-
manifest in them the ability to function as
centres of growth through the same. When such
social relations operate, the urban does become
an outcome of 'a certain type of space, and a
certain type of society' creating a certain type of
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urbanism where social relations are influenced
by material structures. Therefore, the physical
changes that cities are undergoing in the name
of smart city transformations shall most
obviously create a transformed urban society as
well. For example, in an Indian city, the
construction of a new flyover means reduced
travel time and possibly results in enhanced
communication but invites the homeless to live
under them and in case of collapses creates
more casualties thereby questioning the most
fundamental rights of the absolute
marginalised.“A few skipped chapters never
hurt anyone!” the civil engineer proclaimed.
The dismembered bodies lying under the
collapsed bridge begged to differ (Mukherjee,
2018).

Figure 1: Damage due to flyover collapse in Varanasi — a city selected under the smart city

mission.
Source:
flyover-collapses-in-varanasi-1852576

https://www.ndtv.com/india-news/12-dead-many-trapped-as-under-construction-
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Figure 2: Ghats as socio-religious spaces in Varanasi — a city selected under the smart city
mission.

Source: https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/slideshows/infrastructure/swachh-bharat-how-
varanasis-assi-ghat-has-been-cleaned/varanasis-assi-ghat/slideshow/46820849.cms

Also, cleaner ghats by the rivers attract
more people to gather and communicate in
these spaces of worship and that in turn causes
further dumping of waste into the rivers thereby
posing religion, social cohesion, ecological
sustainabilities in complex entanglements with
each other. Ensuring better water and
electricity supply in many Indian cities would
urge officials to identify instances of hooking
and unaccounted for supply lines or theft of
amenities and that in turn is most likely to take
the slum and the squatter settlers into the task
and that further entrenches inequalities and
opens up debates on social justice. The crux of
the matter is; Indian cities need to juggle very
intricate societal complexities. Therefore, it is
important to anticipate the social changes that
can emerge as a consequence of physical
changes. The basic contradictions with a
project like this lie in the duality of progressive

urban complexities and the inevitable need for
urban redevelopments.

Therefore, one must be prepared to accept
that projects of this nature more often than not,
attain partial success only, if at all. The socio-
political complexities that redevelopments
generate come in the way of redevelopments
themselves. Exclusions and polarisations are
therefore menaces to watch out for. With
increasing attempts to create smart spaces and
smart people, undoubtedly, 'Class lines will
harden in space as affluent inner-city
neighbourhoods multiply and peripheral slums
expand. Investment pours into new skyscrapers
and elegant consumption sites while elsewhere
the deterioration continues to spread' (Hill,
1984), even though investments in the physical
infrastructure of the city are simultaneously
targeted for the entire citizenry, for the whole of
urban commons, in terms of items and places
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that apparently impact all and are supposedly
accessed by all. And that essentially is a
situation of crises, which in turn has a social
perception. In the wake of the smart city
project, it is most expected that 'the material
form of our everyday life has
adopted...[a]...spatial shape...the modern city
and the process of urbanization, in general,
have come to be associated with many of our
social, economic and ecological evils (Castells,
1984). Therefore, the relationship between
space and society is most dynamic, especially
in the context of the urban and thus, massive
urban transformations shall most obviously
bring about societal changes, after having
conditioned themselves with the practices of
the same society, to begin with.
Stakeholders and stakes

In identifying the stakeholders, one must
realise that 'Urban redevelopment schemes are
constrained to public-private partnerships in
which capitalists' interests remain dominant.
The state, not being a capitalist, cannot operate
alone. The scheme requires capitalists to
effectuate it. But urban redevelopment also
protects the interests of the local
government...thus local government is not
passive or uninvolved...the agency of the local
government and capitalists...is crucial'
(Beauregard, 1984). A project like the Smart
City in India demanded almost equal stakes
from the government at the State level as that at
the Centre. Because disempowerment of local
bodies is something that is widely agreed upon,
it is important to understand that there has been
resounding neglect on the powers invested in
them. Therefore special purpose vehicles have
been designed to realise the smart city dream.
However, their very creation could result in
further disempowerment of the local bodies
thereby questioning the basic federal structure
of governance in India.

Smart cities in India are expected to mark a
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shift from “highways to i-ways” (Rana et al.,
2018), which means it essentially needs to be
an improvisation over and above the policies of
urban development that preceded it. But are the
Indian cities ready for this change? Have the
previous goals been achieved? If not, then will
the imposition of new targets on unfinished
ones lead to abnormal urban spaces and
imbalanced urban lives? Are investments about
say e-governance relevant in cities where
amenities are still critical? Is the term smart city
only an election-ideology friendly and easily
propagatable terminology given the tenure was
strategically set for an urgent five-year period,
knowing full well that the urban is the political
hotspot? Is the government trying to take
Indian cities to the level normally designated
by smart cities in other parts of the world or is it
a strategy to finish unfinished work under the
garb of a new name? Will smart cities create an
urban space more compatible with the huge
young population bulge that India will very
shortly experience? The Indian cities are
already in a state of crisis and are grappling to
handle its resident population and rural in-
migrants and commuters. Such is the outcome
of unplanned urbanisation in this country; can
Indian cities bear the brunt of further
inefficiently planned urbanisation? The onus of
answering these questions lies essentially with
the government as it is a mission launched by
the Government and the citizens were asked to
adapt and pay up in terms of land acquisition,
environmental degradation, loss of livelihood,
exclusion of some from common property
resources and the likes (Mundoli, 2017). One
must comprehend at this stage that the
objective of smart city development has been
oriented towards provision of infrastructure
principally and ensuring a certain quality of life
through basics like water, sanitation,
cleanliness, basic employment and the likes. As
an Indian, one must find satisfaction in
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achieving only the basics and that we must
believe will make our cities smarter than their
previous avatars. Thereby, Indian cities should
make limited (if not nil) attempts to position
themselves within the global perspectives of
smart cities.
Conclusion

What is extremely fascinating about the
very idea of a city is the dualism of
homogeneity and heterogeneity — meaning —on
one hand, a certain similarity of expectation
exists for all cities of the world, yet each city is
different and is, in fact, a manifestation of the
socio-cultural context that it is embedded
within. Therefore, it is extremely important to
understand India's conceptualisation of the
idea, somewhere evolving out of the country's
history of understanding the urban and its
unique challenges. Given the federal structure
of Indian governance, it is further important to
consider the role of the government at the level
of the state that administratively houses a
particular city. This structure is not random, it is
an outcome of the amalgam of regions that
India is, which makes cities in this country
deeply rooted into regional cultures,
understanding of which is therefore equally
important to truly contextualise the mission. To
deal with the question of social consequences
of smart cities, it is important to realize that
social consequences take ages to concretise and
that is exactly why no sudden governmental
policy or structural change can re-orient or re-
organise societies in the short term.
Conversely, societal practices and ways of life
that are in place currently have all the strength
to strongly impact policies and determine the
intensities of their true implementations.
Having said that, it is also important to stress
that smart cities are not just any governmental
policy, they have the power of a revolution,
precisely because they are being consciously
launched to deal with human life-problems in
urban areas.
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