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TIME FOR A ‘SPONGE CITIES’ MISSION IN INDIA 
The idea needs traction at a time when discussion on urban flooding  

only reduces the problem to simple dichotomies 

 Unpredictable nature, unbridled avarice and untrammelled urbanisation are back in currency, this 

time, in the wake of torrential rains in the third week of October in Hyderabad. Over 50 people died. Hundreds 

of riverbed hutments were flushed away. Thousands of homes remain submerged two weeks after the flood. 

The scale of destruction has been unprecedented. This experience is not unique to the city of Hyderabad but 

something that cities across India have been experiencing in recent years. Barely five years ago, it was Chennai 

that saw a massive flood costing much damage and lives; Gurugram over the past few years comes to a 

complete standstill during the monsoon months, and for Mumbai, the monsoon has become synonymous with 

flooding and enormous damages. 

 

The case of Hyderabad 

 Almost 10 years ago, scientists from the Potsdam Institute for Climate Impact Research, Germany, built 

climate change adaptation tools for Hyderabad. However, the Hyderabad Metropolitan Development 

Authority of that time did not use it. Such tools are held in trust by many civil society organisations across the 

country in many of our cities. Anticipating significant increases in rainfall, they offered tools to build solutions. 

So what was it that really brought us down to our knees? 

 Our persistence in using these cliched expressions year after year also restitutes a profoundly disabling 

account of the world. After all, what can one do against such trans-historic forces? Let us examine these claims 

closely. 

 The first is unprecedented rainfall. On September 21, 2016, breaking a 16-year record, Hyderabad 

received 16 cm of rain in a single day; in September 2017, the city witnessed a 450% increase compared to the 

average rainfall it receives during this month; in September 2019, the rainfall was the highest in 100 years, 

while in October it was in 62% in excess. The rainfall received in 2020 has been the highest for the month of 

October in a century. Every year, the rains bring something unprecedented with them. But our constant, 

unwavering attention to the rainfall levels draws our attention away from our inability to manage the city’s 

drainage systems. The floods of October 2020 occurred because we did not discharge the water in time. And 

when we did discharge the water, we did it in a sudden, uncontrolled manner. To put it bluntly, first our sluices 

did not open and then our bunds breached. 

 The second is antiquated infrastructure. Hyderabad’s century-old drainage system (developed in the 

1920s) covered only a small part of the core city. In the last 20 years, the city has grown at least four times its 

original built-up area. 

 But the areas that suffered from the floods of 1908, 2001, and 2005 have not been hit by the 2020 

floods. The narrative of antiquated infrastructure conceals the fact that the city has grown rapidly, and into 

areas where there was no drainage infrastructure to begin with. And as the city grew beyond its original limits, 

not much was done to address the absence of adequate drainage systems. 

 

Communities are left out 

 Government pronouncements, media representations and public protests have all focused repeatedly 

on factors which by their very description fall outside our capacity to influence. So what is to be done? The 

manner in which we talk about recurring floods in the city often reduces the problem to simple dichotomies of 

public versus private property and individual conduct versus faceless governmental action. This means that we 
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neglect the issues of incremental land use change, particularly of those commons which provide us with 

necessary ecological support — wetlands. This framing also disavows the role of local communities in 

managing local ecosystems — people with traditional rights for fishing and farming. This is a lesson that has 

been learnt by others around the world. We need to start paying attention to the management of our 

wetlands by involving local communities. The risk is going to increase year after year with changing rainfall 

patterns and a problem of urban terrain which is incapable of absorbing, holding and discharging water. 

 

Making cities permeable 

 Urban floods of this scale cannot be contained by the municipal authorities alone. Nor can they be 

dealt with by the State government. They cannot be managed without concerted and focused investments of 

energy and resources. Such investments can only be done in a mission mode organisation with active 

participation of civil society organisations at the metropolitan scale. In Hyderabad, this can be done by the 

Hyderabad Metropolitan Development Authority, but all metropolitan areas have similar organisations with 

constitutional mandates via the metropolitan planning committee. So what should the mission objectives be? 

 We need a mission that mitigates flood risk and provides a pathway to water security. The most 

promising idea across the world at this time appears to be the idea of “sponge cities”. The idea of a sponge city 

is to make cities more permeable so as to hold and use the water which falls upon it. Sponge cities absorb the 

rain water, which is then naturally filtered by the soil and allowed to reach urban aquifers. This allows for the 

extraction of water from the ground through urban or peri-urban wells. This water can be treated easily and 

used for city water supply. In built form, this implies contiguous open green spaces, interconnected 

waterways, and channels and ponds across neighbourhoods that can naturally detain and filter water. It 

implies support for urban ecosystems, bio-diversity and newer cultural and recreational opportunities, These 

can all be delivered effectively through an urban mission along the lines of the Atal Mission for Rejuvenation 

and Urban Transformation (AMRUT), National Heritage City Development and Augmentation Yojana (HRIDAY) 

and Smart Cities Mission. On a top priority, such a mission should address the following. 

 The first subject is wetland policy. In most of our lakes, the shallow ends, which often lie beyond the 

full tank level, have disappeared. These shallow ends are best characterised as wetlands; sometimes owned by 

private individuals, other times existing as ecological commons. Regardless of ownership, land use on even this 

small scale needs to be regulated by development control. 

 

Watersheds, terrain alteration 

 Watershed management and emergency drainage plan is next. This should be clearly enunciated in 

policy and law. Urban watersheds are micro ecological drainage systems, shaped by contours of terrain. 

 Detailed documentation of these must be held by agencies which are not bound by municipal 

jurisdictions; instead, we need to consider natural boundaries such as watersheds instead of governance 

boundaries like electoral wards for shaping a drainage plan. The Metropolitan Development Authorities, 

National Disaster Management Authority, State revenue and irrigation departments along with municipal 

corporations should be involved in such work together. 

 Ban against terrain alteration is third. Lasting irreversible damage has been done to the city by 

builders, property owners, and public agencies by flattening terrain and altering drainage routes. 

 Without doubt, terrain alteration needs to be strictly regulated and a ban on any further alteration of 

terrain needs to be introduced. Our cities are becoming increasingly impervious to water, not just because of 

increasing built up but also because of the nature of materials used (hard, non-porous construction material 

that makes the soil impervious). To improve the city’s capacity to absorb water, new porous materials and 
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technologies must be encouraged or mandated across scales. Examples of these technologies are bioswales 

and retention systems, permeable material for roads and pavement, drainage systems which allow storm 

water to trickle into the ground, green roofs and harvesting systems in buildings. These not only reduce run-off 

and the load on infrastructure, but also help keep water in the city for later use. 

 

Stop the blame, start action 

 Acknowledging the role of different actors for the city can create a practical space to begin this work. 

Doing so will not just help control recurring floods but also respond to other fault lines, provide for water 

security, more green spaces, and will make the city resilient and sustainable. The constant search for a 

scapegoat to blame, while a few people try what they can, limits our capacities and only creates cycles of 

devastation. 

 We must not allow nature, human conduct, and urbanisation to be mystified and rendered as trans-

historic villains. We can learn to live with nature, we can regulate human conduct through the state and we 

can strategically design where we build. We need to urgently rebuild our cities such that they have the 

sponginess to absorb and release water without causing so much misery and so much damage to the most 

vulnerable of our citizens, as we have seen. 

 

Meanings of Difficult Words: 

 

 sponge city (noun) – The idea of a sponge city is to 

make cities more permeable so as to hold and use 

the water which falls upon it. Sponge cities absorb 

the rain water, which is then naturally filtered by 

the soil and allowed to reach urban aquifers. This 

allows for the extraction of water from the ground 

through urban or peri-urban wells. This water can 

be treated easily and used for city water supply. 

 traction (noun) – popularity, acceptance, 

currency. 

 dichotomy (noun) – lack of consistency, conflict, 

difference, contradiction; division. 

 unbridled (adjective) – unrestrained, 

unconstrained, uncontrolled. 

 avarice (noun) – greed, rapacity, materialism. 

 untrammelled (adjective) – uncontrolled, 

unconstrained, unrestricted. 

 urbanisation (noun) – a process of creating urban 

areas. It is a result of population migration from 

rural areas in addition to natural urban 

demographic growth. 

 currency (noun) – the duration in which 

something is in use; prevalence, circulation, 

dissemination. 

 hutment (noun) – a group of huts. 

 in the wake of (phrase) – as a result of some 

event, especially an unpleasant one; in the 

aftermath of, as a consequence of, on account of, 

because of, owing to. 

 torrential (adjective) – (of rain) severe, heavy, 

copious, relentless. 

 flush away (phrasal verb) – remove, dispose of 

something by flushing. 

 unprecedented (adjective) – not done or 

experienced before. 

 come to a standstill (phrase) – to slow down and 

stop/halt completely. 

 synonymous with (adjective) – closely associated 

with. 

 climate change (noun) – a long-term change in the 

Earth’s climate, or of a region on Earth. 

 anticipate (verb) – expect, foresee, predict. 

 bring someone/something to their/its knees 

 (phrase)  – to overpower someone/ something 

and make their/its condition extremely weak. 

 persistence (noun) – continuance, continuity, 

dependability, changelessness. 

 cliched (adjective) – ordinary,  hackneyed,  

unremarkable. 

 trans- (prefix) – across. 
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 restitute (verb) – to return, to restore, to re-

establish, to reinstate. 

 profoundly (adverb) – extremely, deeply, greatly. 

 disabling (adjective) – damaging, impairing, 

weakening. 

 account (noun) – explanation, narration, 

interpretation. 

 unwavering (adjective) – steady, firm, resolute; 

steadfast, persistent, unflagging. 

 draw attention away from (phrase) – deflect 

attention,  detract attention and divert attention. 

 discharge (verb) – allow (water) to flow out from 

where it has been blocked) release, dispense, send 

out. 

 bluntly (adverb) – straightforwardly, directly, 

candidly, forthrightly. 

 sluice (noun) – culvert, a water channel/trough. 

 bund (noun) – embankment, bank, causeway. 

 breach (verb) – break, break through, burst, burst 

through, rupture, split. 

 antiquated (adjective) – outdated, old-fashioned, 

obsolete. 

 to begin with (phrase) – at first, at the outset, at 

the beginning. 

 address (verb) – deal with, handle, tackle, grapple 

with. 

 left out past participle of leave out (phrasal verb) 

– exclude, omit, miss out. 

 description (noun) – explanation, illustration, 

representation, interpretation. 

 influence (verb) – affect, have an effect on, 

persuade. 

 recurring (adjective) – happening repeatedly; 

reappearing/reoccurring. 

 conduct (noun) – behaviour;  handling,  

controlling,  overseeing of an activity. 

 faceless (adjective) – anonymous, impersonal;  

characterless, unremarkable. 

 neglect (verb) – disregard, ignore, pay no 

attention to. 

 incremental (adjective) – gradual, phased, step-

by-step. 

 disavow (verb) – deny, disclaim, reject. 

 ecological (adjective) – relating to the branch of 

biology which studies the interactions among 

organisms and their environment. 

 wetland (noun) – an area of land that is saturated 

with water; areas where water covers the soil, or 

is present either at or near the surface of the soil 

all year or for varying periods of time during the 

year, including during the growing season. 

 ecosystem (noun) – a biological community of 

interacting organisms; living things, living beings. 

 pay attention (phrase) – heed, attend, be 

attentive, concentrate on. 

 terrain (noun) – territory. 

 permeable (adjective) – porous, penetrable, 

absorbent, absorptive. 

 concerted (adjective) – coordinated, collaborative, 

joint; forceful, intense, strong. 

 metropolitan (noun) – a region consisting of a 

densely populated urban core and its less-

populated surrounding territories, sharing 

industry, infrastructure, and housing. 

 mitigate (verb) – reduce, lessen, decrease, make 

less severe. 

 water security (noun) – the capacity of a 

population to safeguard sustainable access to 

adequate quantities of acceptable quality water 

for sustaining livelihoods, human well-being, and 

socio-economic development, for ensuring 

protection against water-borne pollution and 

water-related disasters, and for preserving 

ecosystems in a climate of peace and political 

stability. 

 so as to (phrase) – in order to. 

 aquifer (noun) – an underground layer of water-

bearing rock. 

 peri-urban (adjective) – also called rurban space 

(blend of rural and urban), outskirts; relating to an 

area immediately next to a city (especially in 

Africa). 

 imply (verb) – say indirectly, suggest, indicate. 

 contiguous (adjective) – neighbouring, adjacent, 

bordering/abutting. 

 characterise (verb) – identify, specify, describe. 
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 bio-diversity (noun) – the existence of a number 

and variety of species (plants & animals) in a 

particular geographic region/environment. 

 Atal Mission for Rejuvenation and Urban 

Transformation (AMRUT) (noun) – The 

Government of India has launched it in June 2015 

with the mission to provide basic services (e.g. 

water supply, sewerage, urban transport) to 

households and build amenities in cities which will 

improve the quality of life for all, especially the 

poor and the disadvantaged. 

 National Heritage City Development and 

Augmentation Yojana (HRIDAY) (noun) – a central 

sector scheme of the Government of India, was 

launched on 21st January 2015 with the aim of 

bringing together urban planning, economic 

growth and heritage conservation in an inclusive 

manner & with the objective of preserving the 

heritage character of the City. 

 commons (noun) – the cultural and natural  

resources accessible to all members of a society, 

including natural materials such as air, water, and 

a habitable earth. 

 regardless of (phrase) – irrespective of, without 

consideration of, notwithstanding, in spite of. 

 watershed (noun) – also called a drainage basin or 

catchment; It’s a land area that channels/directs 

rainfall and snowmelt to creeks, streams, and 

rivers. 

 enunciate (verb) – pronounce, articulate;  

express/state. 

 contour (noun) – outline, shape, form. 

 bound (by) (adjective) – obliged, compelled, 

required, constrained. 

 jurisdiction (noun) – territory, region, province, 

area. 

 irrigation (noun) – the process of (artificially) 

supplying water to farm land to grow crops & 

plants. 

 lasting (adjective) – long-lasting, long-term, 

permanent. 

 irreversible (adjective) – unchangeable, invariable, 

 irrevocable. 

 impervious to (adjective) – unaffected by, 

invulnerable to, resistant/unresponsive to. 

 non-porous (adjective) – non-permeable, non-

penetrable. 

 scale (noun) – the full range of different levels of 

people (from lowest to highest). 

 bioswale (noun) – linear channels designed to 

concentrate and convey stormwater runoff while 

removing debris and pollution. 

 storm water (noun) – inundated/flood water 

produced after a heavy rainfall. 

 trickle (verb) – come gradually, occur slowly. 

 harvest (verb) – collecting (a resource) for future 

use. 

 run-off (noun) – the draining away of water (from 

the surface of a building). 

 acknowledge (verb) – admit, accept, realize. 

 actor (noun) – participants (in an action). 

 fault line (noun) – a divisive issue; a difference of 

opinion. 

 resilient (adjective) – strong, sturdy, stout, 

durable. 

 sustainable (adjective) – reasonable, sensible, well 

founded (without disturbing the balance of nature 

and then without exhausting all of natural 

resources). 

 scapegoat (noun) – a person blamed for the 

wrongdoings/faults that someone else has done. 

 mystify (verb) – bewilder, puzzle, perplex, 

confuse. 

 render (verb) – make, cause to be, cause to 

become. 

 misery (noun) – pain, grief, anguish, agony, 

distress, torment, suffering. 

 vulnerable (adjective) – relating to a 

weak/neglected person who is in need of special 

care/support; at risk, unsafe, unprotected. 
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