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Tunnelling Into OQur Lives

Tunnels are notoriously slow to develop, taking decades to get off (or under) the ground and, even
then, can take years to inch along, usually with huge cost overruns. Vikram Doctor reports

unnelshave gotunder Mumbai's
skin. Much of last vear went by
with Mumbaikars having to ad-
justtothesuddenincrease intun-
nelling work for thecity's Metro.

As moreand more sections of streetsgot
boarded away, people had to recalibrate
their estimation of travel time, to find
new routes to walk and, for some, to get
used to the throbbing sensation of tun-
nel boring machines (TBMs)crunching
below their houses.

Not surprisingly, some didn't take this
well., Parts of the Parsi community have
beenup inarmsabout tunnel work routed
below two of their Atash Behrams, par-
ticularly sacredfire temples. After their
demands were rejected by the Bombay
High Courtthey approached the Supreme
Court, only to be turned down again.
They plan to continue their protests.

Further north in Santa Cruz, some
residents worried about their buildings
being undermined, waged a campalgn
to convert the underground into an el-
evated railway. The chances of such a
major change happening at such a late
date were remote, and in any case were
opposed by other residents worried about
an elevated line cutting in front of their
windows, Others have tried to get tunnel-
ling stopped, or at least limited in time,
becauseofthe noise and shaking-but as
of now it continuesapace.

Nor is it just the Metro. Last November
the Brihanmumbai Municipal
Corporation (BMC) announced that the
next stage of its ambitious coastal road
plan would involve going underground
with twin tunnels running from the
middle of Marine Drivetothe other side
of Malabar Hill. This would be done, ap-
parently, with thehelp ofa New Austrian
Tunnelling Method, though with its usu-
al opacity no details were given of why
this had not been used in the Metro.

Mumbai isn’t the only place where bur-
ied issues are becoming public. In Los
Angeles, tech visionary Elon Musk's
ironically named The Boring Company
has unveiled anearly two kilometre tun-
nel, the prototype of his plan to revolu-
tionise urban transportation with tun-
nels in which modified versions of his
Tesla cars can zip at high speed or spe-
cially designed pods can carry peopleand
other packages.

Thereal point of Musk’s tunnel though
may not be what he plans to send in it,
but that he created it all. Tunnels are
notoriously slow to develop, taking dec-
ades to get off (or under) the ground and,
even then, can take years to inch along,
usually with huge cost overruns. Musk
created this tunnel in barely two vears,
apparently after getting infuriated at be-
ing stuck in LA traffic.

Musk tweeted that he was going to “just
startdigging” and soon enough wasdoing
just that with a second-hand TBM that he
dubbed Godot in a rundown suburb ol LA
called Hawthorne. (Perhaps not entirely
unconnectedlyallthiscameatatime when
Musk was facing major problems at Tesla).
It is far from clear if he will be able to ex-
pand thisoperationeasily, but Musk's rapid
progress hascaught the attention ofurban
plannerseverywhere. He boaststhat acity
adayisgettingintouchwithhimandisal-
most messianic in his beliefthat the future
of transportation is tunnels.

(One major city that seems to believe
this is Singapore. Late last vear the
city state announced it would unveil an
Underground Master Plan in 2019 to de-
tail how, after decades of building ever
higher, it now plans to go below ground
tosolve itsacute space crunch. It doesn't
{vet)plan to move housing below ground
but wants to moveutilitieslike bus depots
anddata centres into deep tunnels below
the city, alongside existing underground
sewersand reservoirs.

space and transportarenot the only rea-
sons cities go underground. Increasingly
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extreme temperaturesareanother reason
to digdeep. Northern cities like Montreal
already have almost entirely covered
networks to move through in winter.
Australian cities, which now routinely
suffer summers above 40 degrees, might
want to follow theexampleof the country’s
opalminingtown of Coober Peddy which is
already largely built underground.

The historian Gillian Tindall notes
“there have been legends concerning tun-
nels under cities for centuries, usually
identified with smugglers, spies, eccen-
tric noblemen or concealed deaths.” This
comes from her new book The Tunnel
Through Time, about the building of
London's new Crossrail underground
link, and she speculates that these ur-
ban underground obsessions came from
building worksinlarge cities repeatedly
uncovering the remains of older cities
built before the current one.

But Tindall's book also shows how
London’s Metro, the first in the world,
was the unexpected result of very much
the same NIMBY (Not In My Back Yard)
feeling that has lead people to oppose
Mumbai's Metro. Whenthe railways first
started building lines to London they were
kept tothe periphery by wealthy landown-
ers whorefused tolettheir central proper-
ties be demolished for the new lines.

Combined with the fact that the lines
were privately built, without co-ordinat-
ed central planning, thisleadtoa highly
inefficient situation where three differ-
entlinesterminated close toeachotherat
three big stations: Euston, King's Cross
and St.Pancras. Charles Pearson, aradi-
cal reformer and MP, saw the chaos this
caused, with tonsoftravellers and goods
disgorged ontothestreets ina relatively
small area, and came upwith the solution
oflinking these stations underground to
free tratfic above ground.

Pearson's scheme would becomethe gene-
sisfor the whole Underground; by the time
thefirst station wasopened in 1963 the city

had got hooked on the idea of diggingdeep
totravel. Voicesagainst, which warned of
suffocation or, as now, destabilising the
foundationsofthecity, were disregarded,
with the largely problem free creation of
the first line the best proof.

The Underground railway was cheap,
allowing workingclass people, the means
to travel easily from distant houses to
their place of work — afact not lost on the
capitalists building the railway, who
wanted both thelabour, but alsoto keep it
far frommore expensiveareas. European
visitors to London were impressed and
took the idea to other cities, as far as
Istanbul, where the Tiinel track was
opened in 1875 to zip up to the premium
neighbourhood of Pera (it is still func-
tional, the second oldest after London).

Atalmostthe same time tunnels of adif-
ferent kind were transforming Bombay.
Tindall, asithappens, hasalsorecorded
this history in her book City of Gold
which shows how an obscure west coast
port, mostly seen as a drain on the re-
sources of the Caleutta based East India
company, transformed in the mid 19th
century. The process was started by the
opium trade, but consolidated with cot-
ton, especially once the American Civil
War cut off supplies from the southern
statesofthe USA.

Providentially for Bombay this hap-
penedjustasthefirsttrainlines crossing
the Western Ghats were built, bringing
cheap cotton fromthe Deccan, The princi-
pal connection came over the Bhor Ghat,
amonumental building feat that, as the
railway historian Christian Wolmar re-
cordsin Rallwaysand the Raj “required
twentyfivetunnels, the blasting outof34
million square feet of rock.” By January
1961 more people were employved there
thanatthe Suez Canal, which was being
built at the same time.

The Bhor Ghat enabled Bombay to grow
and the British made sure to emphasise
their role in it. In his speech at its comple-

tion in Khandala the governor of Bombay
sSir Bartle Frere rather crassly compared
how “the works of our English engineers
on these Ghauts willtake the placeof those
works oftheirdemigods, the great cave tem-
plesof westernIndia, which havesolong, to
thesimple inhabitants of these lands, been
the type of superhuman strength, and of
more than mortal constructive skill.”

Frere's remark was a calculated put-
down of the amazing system of cave tem-
ples and monasteries of Western Indian
whose rediscovery from the 19th century
well into the 20thmade clear what an ex-
tensive social system had existed in the
region, tunnelled into the hard rock of
the Ghats. In an essay published in the
Times of India (Tol) Annual in 1961, the
scholar D.D.Kosambi had noted how
there was a tendency to seethese inreli-
aious terms, but this could be amistake:
“theemphasisonall these caves,asfaras
wecanjudge, wason secularart, with the
thinnestreligious disguise.”

Kosambi pointed out that the caves of
Western India “follow the trade routes,
andthelargestcavesareinvariably atthe
junction of such trade routes, or in the
later period, near the ports asat Kanheri,
Kuda and Mahad.”" He argued that they
were evidence of the extensive
trade network through the re-
gion, with the monks and local
iribes supported by gifts given
by merchants for safe passage
as they took their pack animals
over the steep hills, Shifting
patterns of invasion and new
networkstothe north and south
might have disrupted these
routes, but the past evidence of
cave and tunnel based prosper-
ity was clear.

Wolmar notes how Frere, in
his speech, made little note of
the labour of the Indians who
had actually built, and in many
cases died, to create the Bhor
Ghat's tunnels and bridges. He
only mentioned in passing how it would
enable ‘coolies’ to come to the city to
find work. This tendency to emphasise
British achievements and benevolence
in building tunnels would be repeated
across India.

In 1890 Tol noted a particularly egre-
gious example with the opening of the
Khojak tunnel in what is now Pakistan.
This was an extraordinary feat for that
time, blasting and building - since this
was before TBMs came into wide use
- for almost four km under the Khojak
pass to connect Quetta with the Afghan
horder. Thereport noted that thetask had
appeared to be beyond the skills of local
labour so “nearly a hundred Cornish
miners werefrom time to time imported
from England and their services were
highly spoken ofby all.”

The Khojak tunnel has anotherdistine-
tion, along with the Ramboda Tunnel in
SriLanka. Both countries havefeatured
these tunnels on their currency notes -
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Pakistan on a now discontinued five ru-
pee note and SriLanka on their one thou-
sand rupee notes. India, by contrast, has
never really celebrated its tunnels, even
though we have since built some truly
amazing ones, like the over 11 km long
Pir Panjaltunnel that wasopened in 2013.
Tunnelsare, admittedly, by their nature
noteasy todisplay, sinceall vou canshow
of them is their openings {(which is what
the Pakistan and Sri Lankanotes do), or
perhapsacurvefrom inside. The London
Underground has made its schematic
map a symbol since its almost abstract
arrangement of lines shows what an un-
derground can do- make irrelevant the
actual topography of the city, in favour
of its functional layvout. As the Metro
tunnels its way into Mumbai’s history,
andsimilarprojectschange cities across
India, perhaps we need to find wavs to
acknowledge how deeply tunnels of all
kinds candig theirway into our lives.
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From Paris to Bangladesh,

How the Climate Change

Accord is Imploding

The onslaught of a new power plant on the fragile ecology of
the Sunderbans is fresh proof of the futility of climate reforms.
A ground report from Divya Rajagopal

Until two years ago, 28-vear-old Sajjad
Hossain Tuhin, a student of forestry,
would walk up to the banks of the River
Rupsa in Khulna, Bangladesh, tocapture
themoment of dusk, whenthe setting sun
left the sky lit uplike fireworks. In roman-
ticBengaliliterature, itis described as the
moment tocatch aglimpse of a new bride,

But Tuhindoesn'tdo thisanvmore. The
sun now sets behind the boundary of an
upcoming LNG power plant. The banks
of the Rupsa are astir with vehicles fer-
rying rocks and cement to speed up the
completion of the plant that will fire up
Bangladesh's economic growth.

In December 2018, as political leaders
haggled at the European city of Katowice,
Poland, over the Parisrulebook on cutting
carbon emissions, the Bangladeshi towns
of Khulna and Mongla weregearingupto
establish thelargest fossilfuel-led energy
projects of south Asia.

Inthesetowns, which arealso the gateway
to the world heritage Sundarban forests,
shrimp farms are being replaced by LNG
refineries, and paddy fields with coal-pow-
ered plants. The Ganges delta, where the
Sundarbansits, isslatedtobecome the river
route to transport natural gasandcoal.

Allthis is part of Bangladesh's effort to
reduceits dependency on garment exports
by making energv one of the pillars of its
economic growth, The World Bank pre-

flaura and fauna. Besides being home to
the Roval Bengal Tiger and the Irrawaddy
Dolphin, the forests are also the nesting
grounds of nearly 200 speciesof birds.

Chowdhuryalsofearslossofemployment
duetotheprojectasmore than 500,000 peo-
ple are directly and indirectly dependent
on the Sundarbans for their livelihood.

Asking for toomuch?

The idea of the Paris Agreement was to
nudge countries to cut their greenhouse
emissions, helping keep the global temper-
ature fromrising above2®C, Thefirst sign
of trouble on the future of the agreement
came when US President Donald Trump
walked out of the deal. At the Katowice
talks, Russia, Saudi Arabia and Kuwait,
the world's leading oil producers, refused
tocommittothe Inter governmental Panel
on Climate Change's(IPCC)road map on
cutting carbon emissions. Yet, the expec-
tationsare high onsmaller countrieslike
Bangladesh tokeep the pledge going.

Bangladesh is one of the most densely
populated countries in the world, and
oneofthemost climate-vulnerable. Global
delivery on the Paris Agreement is criti-
cal to Bangladesh's prosperity, and even
survival, says Tim Buckley, director ofthe

dicts that by 2030, electricity demand isex- vi§

pected to grow to 34GW, more than double = :

the country’s current installed capacity,

To keep up with the demand, in the next =
five years Bangladesh expects to launch 3§

19 coal-based power plants with the help
of investments worth nearly $20 billion
from China and India.

The story of the economic ambition of
least developed countries (LDCs) like
Bangladesh is testimony that polluting
technologies are here tostay, making the
Paris Climate Agreement inadequate to
tackleglobal warming.

At Rampal, a village 14km off the
Sundarban forests, four-lane roads are
being dug up by construction lorries to
make way for a 1,350MW power plant, a
joint venture under the Bangladesh India
Friendship Project. Linked to the Mongla
port, Rampal isexpected to light up the en-
tireupcoming industrial belt around there
gion, and holds the key to Bangladesh's leap
out of the LDC group. It isalso a strategic
investment for Indiaasit strives tokeep its
influence intact — and immunefrom China
—withitsclosest ally in the subcontinent.

Meanwhile, environmental groups are
convinced the power plant will destroy
the pristine ecology of the Sundarban
mangroves, which act as a natural cover
against the frequent cvelones and flood-
ing that the Bay of Bengal brings. Adrive
from Mongla port to Rampal reveals why
the environmentalisis are edgy. On one
side are lush green paddy fields, man-
groves, and bananatreesthataredistinet
to the Sundarban ecology. On the other,
are giant gascylinders and cement facto-
ries eating up the green cover.

“The Sundarbans are a different [kind
of] forest. If [something] happens on
one side, it happens on all sides,” says
Abdullah Harun Chowdhury, a profes-
sor of environmental science studies at
Khulna University.

The Rampal plant, which will be con-
structedon 1,800 acres of land, isexpected
to generate 3,700,000 tonnes of carbon di-
oxide. This is as much damage as cutting
down 161 million trees. It will also bring
10,000 tonnes of sulfur dioxide, which caus-
es acid rain that damages forests, lakes,
and buildings, and forms small airborne
particles that can penetrate deep into
lungs, Chowdhury adds. He warns that the
power plant will destroy the Sundarban
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An anti-Rampal power plant rally inDhaka

Bangladesh's big
new thermal-power
ambitions has caused
deep anxiety among
environmentalists

Energy Finance Studies at the Institute
for Energy Economics and Financial
Analysis, a think tank. He adds that the
country is caught in an unwinnable di-
lemma asits continuedeconomicgrowth
isreliantonexpandedenergy access, even
as its already-limited fossil fuel reserves
diminish further,

“Any economic expansion thatisreliant
on increased diesel, LNG, and thermal
coal import puts the country at massive
energy security risk,” Buckley warns.

“It is not that Bangladesh government
does not know the damage that these fos-
sil fuel-power plants will doto its ecology,
but they are taking this risk. Most govern-
ments [follow this philosophy], that envi-
ronment impact can be [lived with] if it
gives money,” says Soumya Dutta of Bevond
Copenhagen Collective, an environmental
non-profit, “You haven't seen India, China,
orother countriesgive priority toenviron-
ment over economics. How can yvou expect
Bangladesh todo it?” Dutta asks.

The only way poorer countries can be
convinced to transition togreener growth
isby compensating them. This wasone of
the strong pitches that LDC representa-
tives had made in the Katowice talks.

The Green Climate Fund, based on the
ideathat rich countries will fund poorer
countries for transitioning towards cli-
mate-resilient and low-emission projects,
was floated in 2011, but it has remained
on paper with no commitments coming
through from the West,

Thisreporter was the recipientof the
Smitu Kothari Fellowship.
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Red Fort Needs a Splash of History

The challenge for those in charge of Red Fort is to make it come alive for the thousands who visit every day

While it may be Delhi’s premier monu-
ment, how many people do vou know who
have visited Red Fort—that once bore the
more impressive name Qila e Mualla or
Exalted Fortess—in recent times? Most
would hark back to vaguely remembered
school outings. That those school trips
hardly left any impression points towhat
plagues many monuments in India: lack of
emotional connect.

It is heartening that the Archaeological
survey of India may soon allow Red Fort,
alUnesco World Heritage Sitesince 2007, to
stay open till 9pm instead of its customary
dusk deadline. But what do the 80,000 peo-
ple who visit daily (1.5 lakh on weekends)
actually do there? Do they Know what Red

Fortsignifies? What will the extension of
visiting hours achieve besides increasing
ticketsales?

Tickets, incidentally, are not cheap at ¥50
(235 if paid by card!) but that does not ap-
pear to deter visitors, And most visitors
appeared to be voung men as their line at
the turnstile and then the main Lahori
Gateentry was morethan triplethelength
of the ‘ladies’ queue that I stood in. Both
lines, however, moved with appreciable
speed leaving me wondering about the ef-
ficiency of their ‘screening’.

Curiously, very few appear to be herded
along by guides, at least when Ivisited last
week, Most of them wandered happily if
aimlessly around the only Mughal build-
ings the vengeful British did not demolish
inside the fort after the Revolt of 1957. A
few roval mahals survived but scores of
public buildings, and homes of courtiers,
officials, domestic staff and troops were
ruthlesslyrazed.

In their place are now open lawns and
even larger expanses that are overgrown,
unfrequented or simply cordoned off.
Thank goodness there were no families
festooned on the lawns with plastic picnic

paraphernalia buthow many of the young
peoplejoyvously takingselfies at what they
deemed to be appropriate spots inthemild
winter sun really appreciated where they
were?

Why indeed do people throng Red Fort,
braving queues and frisking when even
the museum and cafes are not function-
ing vet, though the British-era barracks
earmarked for them alreadysport glassed-
in colonnades with ‘pops’ of garish neon
colour. Surely not for the surprisingly
unobtrusive new toilets installed by the

There is nothing wrong
with enjoying the current
open expanses of Red
Fort, after all back in
Mughal times, ordinary
people were not allowed
in. Independence has
given us all access

privatecompany thatrecently won the bid

tomanage such ‘facilities’!

Atone level it may be because Delhi like
so many other cities lacks enough open
public spaces so Red Fort's lawns offers a
breather. The historical atmosphericsare
secondary tothis basic function. Sadly, his-
toryv—glorious as it may be—isincidental
to the reality of our quotidian existence.
That is why we have no sympathy for the
lesser monuments that are also choking

like us.

But Red Fort represents a unique link
between three important eras in the life
ofour ancient subcontinent—Mughalrule,
the British Raj and Independent India.
Even a modicum of historical knowledge
would make even the empty expanses of
the fort meaningful to visitors because
absence is often so much more poignant
and evocative of what waslost than its 3D

recreation in a museuwn.

Thereisnothingwrong with enjoving the
current openexpanses of Red Fort, afterall
back in Mughal times—and more sowhen
it was brutally turned into a British gar-
ordinary people were not allowed
in. Independence has given us all access.

rison-

nlj.

-u.._1.i.

Prevmu:halhauli at Red Fort |

Only when all of us know such facts that
monuments gain relevance and we begin
to respect them—and therefore, ourselves
aswell.

The challenge for those in charge of Red
Fort then, is not merely to conserve the
‘monument’ but to make it come alive for

R

the thousands who visit every day. That
also means rethinking how history is
taught and viewed by us. If history is not
linked to what and where we are today, it
becomes meaningless and Red Fort will
remain a quaint amusement park witha
sound and light show,




