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Last week, the Ulhas River on the outskirts of Mumbai burst its banks, swamping the 
land around it, including local housing estates, and stranding the passengers of the 
Mahalaxmi Express. The flood should not have surprised anyone: Much of the region’s 
exurban growth has been in townships along the Ulhas, with little regard for the 
integrity of the river system. 
 
India has made progress on many aspects of flood disaster management in the past 
decade, notably in warnings and evacuation, as we saw earlier this year when Odisha 
moved a million people to safety ahead of Cyclone Fani. But the country needs to 
catch up on a critical measure, one that is taking on greater urgency with climate 
change: the regulation of development on floodplains. 
 
This regulatory gap persists despite the urging of various agencies and parliamentary 
committees over 45 years, and for obvious reasons: developable land, especially 
around growing cities, is precious. If one were to quantify the true costs of real estate 
development in flood-prone areas, however, that calculus might be different. 
 
Reckless construction over wetlands, floodplains, or riverbeds – natural features that 
absorb and mitigate heavy rainfall or a river’s overflow – helped cause or aggravate 
the floods in Mumbai in 2005 and 2017, Uttarakhand in 2013, Srinagar in 2014, 
Chennai in 2015 and Kerala in 2018. (Paved areas elevate flood risk by reducing 
absorption of water into the ground and increasing runoff.) 
 
In three of those flood events – Kochi, Chennai, Mumbai – airports, a critical piece of 
infrastructure, were closed for days because they were located on a floodplain, or 
even across the river itself. 
 
The short-sightedness of those decisions seems remarkable given how well known the 
concept of floodplain protection is, not just in traditional community practice but 
modern hydrology. In 1975, the Central Water Commission prepared a model bill for 
floodplain zoning and sent it to the states to enact and implement (rivers are state 
subjects). Only three states – Manipur, Rajasthan and Uttarakhand – have enacted 
such legislations so far, and even in these states, implementation is virtually absent. 
 
This regulatory shortfall is no secret. The National Disaster Management Authority’s 
(NDMA) Flood Guidelines observe that “the reluctance of states to enact zoning has 
led to increase in encroachment on floodplains, sometimes authorised and duly 
approved by planning authorities”. 
 
Another push for a floodplain policy came in 2016 when draft River Regulation Zone 
Rules, formulated with the help of independent experts, were circulated by the 
ministry of environment, forests, and climate change (MoEFCC). The rules proposed 
demarcation of active floodplains, high flood lines, and high to low impact zones, and 
then limiting development within these zones. 
 
What would such limits look like? NDMA’s guidelines suggest prohibiting vital public 
infrastructure in the most flood-prone areas along rivers. UN guidelines on flood 
management call for “wise use” of floodplains. They suggest wetlands, agriculture and 



green reserves along water courses that will not only act as buffers against flood but 
nurse fisheries and enable storage and recharge of groundwater. In less risky zones, 
building codes would be needed to reduce flood damage to homes. 
 
The MoEFCC’s draft river rules were opposed by many states, presumably because of 
the political and practical challenges of implementing them in heavily populated areas 
with lots of rivers. Local community participation can help overcome some of those 
challenges. So will flood hazard mapping and publication. Imagine if builders were 
forced to publicise the flood risk rating of their projects along with carpet area and 
parking. 
 
Globally, the rise in extreme events is forcing a rethink on flood management. Floods 
are the most common kind of disaster, accounting for 47% of worldwide disasters in 
2006-15, up from 40% in 1996-2005, according to the UN Office for Disaster Risk 
Reduction. One 2017 analysis suggests that 4.48 million Indians are exposed to 
riverine floods, the highest in the world. 
 
In the US, which has long managed floods through hazard mapping and public 
insurance – cover is mandatory for mortgages in 100-year flood zones – rising risk is 
pushing up premiums. The World Meteorological Organisation now promotes 
integrated flood management that includes land use planning in its arsenal of anti-
flood measures. And in Europe, a 2007 directive is encouraging countries to expand 
beyond the traditional flood control of dams and dykes to include more natural 
measures, including restoring floodplains to “give rivers more space”. 
 
That would require seeing rivers not as static channels – as many of India’s urban 
waterfront projects seem to be doing – and more as dynamic systems in which 
riverbanks and floodplains are not treated as real estate but as elbow room for the 
river, allowing it to expand and contract over the seasons. 
 
Such a rethink does not seem to be happening in India, or at least not fast enough. 
Despite the lessons of past floods, Maharashtra deleted its River Regulation Zone 
policy in 2015 – a decision now being protested by residents near the Ulhas River – 
and decided to build a new airport in Navi Mumbai on low-lying land. Nationally the 
relaxation of coastal regulation zone (CRZ) rules allows more risk to accumulate in 
coastal areas which face the additional threat of sea level rise. 
 
Preserving natural land use – forests, river banks, wetlands – is often painted as 
antithetical to development, a false dichotomy that is not only outdated but 
dangerous in an age of extreme weather. Climate change is showing us the economic 
costs of ignoring the environment, the limits to our ability to bind and control nature, 
and the advantages of working with natural systems rather than against them. 
 
 


