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A Profitable Partnership
Adarsh is symptomatic of the ongoing loot of Mumbai for the rich and powerful.

The Adarsh Housing Society scandal is not about Ashok 
Chavan or any of his illustrious predecessors using the 
 office of the chief minister of Maharashtra for private 

 (family) benefit. It is about the loot of Mumbai’s resources to fill 
political coffers and providing housing/commercial space to only 
those who can afford it. 

An alliance between the real estate lobby and political parties 
in Maharashtra has always exploited common land for private 
benefit in the land-scarce island-city. This enterprise, which has 
captured the State and draws on occasional help from the under-
world, has reached new heights in “booming” India in which the 
returns from state capture have correspondingly grown. The 
o nly thing unique about Adarsh is that the agents have happened 
to have fallen under the public spotlight. 

A symbiotic relationship was formed between Mumbai’s build-
ers and its underworld in the 1970s, converging in the following 
decades with the interests of the politician-bureaucrat nexus. 
Since the controversial de-reservation in 1989 of 285 plots in the 
city by the then Chief Minister Sharad Pawar, the real estate in-
dustry has developed a vice-like grip on the city’s economy. Rules 
have been systematically changed or bent to make land available 
or reclaim natural resources (even creeks and the coastline) for 
real estate – entirely for the benefit of private interests.

The Adarsh Housing Society scam, which cost Ashok Chavan 
the job of chief minister of Maharashtra, is a textbook example of 
how many interests collude to grab valuable real estate in Mum-
bai.  The 31-storeyed Adarsh that was meant for Kargil war veter-
ans and widows has only three members of the building society 
who are connected with the 1999 war. The rest of the member-
ship is connected to the families of retired top army brass, power-
ful politicians and senior serving/retired bureaucrats.

Chavan’s tenure was marked by a high degree of friction with 
the Nationalist Congress Party (ncp) members of his coalition 
government over infrastructure projects. The two quarrelled over 
almost all major infrastructure projects – the Mantralaya rede-
velopment (estimated at Rs 4,000 crore and later scrapped), the 
Bandra colony redevelopment and the Mumbai Trans Harbour 
Link. Speculation was rife about a squabble between infrastruc-
ture lobbies over a slice of this large pie and there are insinua-
tions that Chavan became a victim of this rivalry. Chavan had 
approved of giving a new incentive to building firms: additional 

floor space index (FSI) in exchange for provision of public parking 
– 50% additional FSI to developers for creating public parking. 
Media estimates say that 87 lakh sq ft of land in south and central 
Mumbai has gone to private real estate under this provision. Is it 
surprising then that the important urban development portfolio 
is routinely retained by the chief minister of Maharashtra? 

Between the avowed intention of turning Mumbai into a “world 
class city” and keeping the profiteers happy, no attention has been 
paid to the nearly 70% population that lives in abysmal conditions 
(an estimated 48.5% in slums or on the pavement). In 2001, a loop-
hole in the Maharashtra Town Planning Act 1966 was manipulated 
and a rule amended to ensure that the real estate developers could 
grab the lands of the closed mills, leaving hardly anything for public 
housing. A further blow fell when the Supreme Court upheld the 
sale of nearly 285 acres of mill land for commercial development.

Much of this land is now being used to construct high-end 
commercial complexes or luxury apartments, pushing the Mum-
baikar without wealth farther and farther away from even the 
suburbs. The Vasai-Virar belt in the outer suburbs – once largely 
peopled by adivasis and completely agricultural/forest land – is 
now in the hands of builders. In south and central Mumbai, the 
scramble among builders to redevelop old, middle class residen-
tial colonies in prime locations has led to complaints of under-
hand dealings and arm-twisting. Up to 2007, 170 Slum Rehabili-
tation Authority (SRA) projects were awaiting investigation by 
the Anti-Corruption Bureau.

Mumbaikars believe that no matter which party is in power, it 
is the builders’ lobby that is all powerful. While the Congress 
Party has been at the helm for the longest duration, the Shiv Sena-
Bharatiya Janata Party (SS-BJP) government did little for the pre-
dominantly jobless mill workers whose interests it claimed to 
 espouse and whose homes were being taken over by the develop-
ers. In fact, the then Chief Minister Manohar Joshi has since 
morphed into a major player in the real estate market. Members 
of Joshi’s family along with a firm of Raj Thackeray (now head of 
the Maharashtra Navnirman Sena) had in 2005 bought a prime 
site of 4.8 acres from a nationalised textile mill for Rs 421 crore. 
(Media reports suggest that after the formation of the MNS, 
Thackeray has sold his stake in the enterprise.) The SS-BJP’s long 
tenure in the city’s municipal corporation has hardly proved to be 
less builder friendly than the Congress-NCP state government. As 
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Burma: Neglected and Brutalised

Democracy in Burma has become a geostrategic pawn while its people are forgotten.

the National Alliance of People’s Movements has pointed out, the 
shanties of the poor are regularly demolished as encroachments 
but rules are regularly flouted to accommodate the illegal hous-
ing of the rich. 

In the “India Shining”, regulatory capture of different kinds 
(changing regulations, bending rules, discretionary allotments, 
etc) in infrastructure meets the needs of all sections of the 

 powerful: it oils the machinery of the political parties, it lines the 
pockets of senior politicians and bureaucrats and, of course, it 
benefits those corporates who at a price are able to get the rules 
changed in their favour. Adarsh is just a speck on the landscape 
– compare Adarsh with the 2G scandal and we have an idea of 
what is involved. So much for the dynamism of entrepreneurship 
in India after the end of the “licence-permit raj”.

The first elections to be held in Burma (renamed Myanmar 
by the military junta which has ruled the country since it 
seized power in 1962) since 1990 have led to predictable 

results. The new parliament has been structured in such a 
m anner as to keep the dominance of the military intact. It has 
25% seats reserved for serving army officers and the military 
needs only another 25% to support it to control the legislative 
body. It requires a three-fourths majority in parliament for the 
constitution to be amended and serving generals continue to be 
in civil executive positions in government. To leave nothing to 
chance, the military junta organised the elections in a manner 
where the main opposition parties, led by the National League 
for Democracy (NLD), were banned, their campaign restricted 
and voting rigged in ways to help the military-sponsored  
party – Union S olidarity and Development Party (USDP) – win 
majority seats. 

The only fair elections held in Burma were in 1990, after two 
years and more of mass protests and agitations led by students 
and urban professionals which were put down brutally by the 
military regime. Despite that, elections were held that led  
to a landslide victory for the NLD led by Aung San Suu Kyi and 
U Tin Oo. The military regime never let the parliament con-
vene, arrested all the main leaders and violently suppressed the 
p arties that had won the elections. They were successful in 
their attempt to throttle popular demands and have remained 
in control since. In a sense, the present “democratic reforms”, 
including these elections, are a fallout of the popular agitations 
of two years ago, which were termed “monks protests” by the 
western media. Even though that protest was put down by the 
junta, it appears that the latter have decided to introduce a 
faux-democratic parliament and devolve some powers to this 
body from the military. From available reports, it seems there 
are two main reasons that are driving the military junta’s 
d emocracy initiative. 

The most important of these is the steady rise of Burma as an 
important geostrategic centre and natural resources provider. Its 
massive timber forests were already a source of foreign interest 
and currency for the regime, but over the past decades, large de-
posits of hydrocarbon resources have been found there. Its loca-
tion between the south-east Asian countries and India and C hina, 
and Burma’s ability to provide China with access to the Indian 
Ocean trade routes have combined to raise the interests of its 

powerful neighbours as well as other global superpowers. It 
e xported 8.55 billion cubic metres of natural gas in 2008 and the 
volumes must have only gone up since then. This international 
economic focus has also brought political issues to the limelight 
and by showcasing democratic reforms the regime appears to be 
making some efforts to ward off the trade and economic reper-
cussions of their political actions.

The other reason for introducing these reforms seems to be 
an assessment on the junta’s part that the democracy move-
ments are in some disarray after the brutal crackdown on the 
monks’ protests and this provides them with an opportunity  
to get the pro-military parties elected. In the elections, many 
constituencies did not even have a single anti-military candi-
date and many did not have even a single polling agent. Given 
this state of affairs, it has come as no surprise that the pro- 
military USDP has won over 80% of the seats for which 
elections were held. This gives the military a vice-like hold on 
the parliament and no change in political or  economic condi-
tions can be expected. 

If such managed democracy has been a geopolitical gambit for 
Burma’s ruling junta, it has been no less for the other powers 
which have some influence over the government. China has tra-
ditionally viewed Burma as a strategic and economic asset. India, 
from being a strong supporter of the NLD and Suu Kyi, has made a 
quiet change to an openly “realist” policy which foregrounds 
 access to natural gas, ports, roads and security concerns over 
 anything else. The United States’ support to democracy in Burma 
is also firmly grounded in such strategic reasoning while the 
south-east Asian countries hedge their bets. 

In such a bleak situation, the people of Burma have found few 
friends. Some have taken the route of unending armed revolts 
which have themselves become a burden on them, while a majority 
find their protests and agitations routinely crushed. In a previous 
era, popular movements were far more resilient and also received 
popular support from all over the world. Unfortunately, we live in 
times when we only bemoan the passing of international solidari-
ties but seem to be helpless in providing actual support. Burma 
and its people are a prime example of this failure of local popular 
movements and of international solidarities. While some com-
mentators perceive a small beginning even with this managed 
democracy, it may be a while yet before the Burmese are able to 
throw off their oppression. 


