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The takeaway from Mumbai hoarding tragedy

Did the massive structure at Ghatkopar meet size and safety norms? Who is responsible for the
construction and maintenance of advertisement hoardings and ensuring rules are being
followed? With extreme weather, what do infrastructure projects need to look out for?

G. Ananthakrishnan

The story so far:
giant advertisement hoarding in
Mumbai’s Ghatkopar area collapsed
in a dust storm in Mumbai on May 13,
killing at least 16 people. The brunt of
the monstrous 250-tonne structure’s fall was
borne by a petrol pump below, where many of
the victims were either fuelling up or going
about their duties. The owner of the hoarding
erected on massive metal frames in April, 2023
on Government Railway Police (GRP) land,
Bhavesh Bhinde, absconded after the crash, but
was later arrested in Rajasthan.

Who is responsible?

Pressure has built up on the Municipal
Corporation of Greater Mumbai (BMC) to inspect
and take action on illegal or unstable hoardings
in the city, and to ask Railways and Mumbai Port
Trust to provide stability certificates for others.
Other cities too responded to the incident.
Officials in Chennai, where a ban on hoardings is
being lifted, removed over 460 structures.
Several hundred applications to install
hoardings are pending in the city. In Pune, a
large hoarding fell on a parked truck soon after
the Ghatkopar incident, but caused no injuries.

What safety norms apply to hoardings?
Local bodies issue licences for advertisement
hoardings, particularly in bigger cities,
stipulating that these structures should be
approved by an executive authority. In Mumbai’s
case, the Mumbai Municipal Corporation Act
(MMC) dating back to 1888 and amended over
time stipulates that written permission of the
Municipal Commissioner is needed to put up
such structures under Section 328A.
Advertisement hoardings must meet norms,
and these were apparently liberalised for
Greater Mumbai through the Policy Guidelines
for Display of Advertisements 2018 to tap the
city’s full financial potential. It is this document

Deadly fall: Rescue and relief work u
collapse at Ghatkopar, in Mumbai, on May 14. PTi
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at the site of the hoarding

that makes structural stability certification from
a registered structural engineer a condition for
putting up hoardings, including sky signs that
are larger than 100 sq. ft. For an on-ground
hoarding on a site other than the business
premises, the size limit is 40 feet by 40 feet as
per this document. By all accounts, the massive
hoarding in Ghatkopar did not meet size norms
but was not brought down by official agencies in
spite of being a highly visible hazardous
structure. The Government Railway Police, on
whose land the collapsed hoarding and others
elsewhere have been put up, cited an ongoing
dispute with the Corporation for not enforcing
the law on hoardings, and took action only after
the disaster. It is notable that the policy
guidelines say hoardings existing as of May 1,
2014 should be reinstalled incorporating
structural stability requirements, on a single
pole or bipole, indicating that the Ghatkopar
display would have had to meet safety norms.

From a technical perspective, the Bureau of
Indian Standards (BIS) lays out specifications for
wind loads on hoardings under IS875, Part 3,
giving formulae on how to calculate the force
coefficients applicable to these wind-facing
structures. If such standards are indeed applied
by municipal bodies around the country, the
data is not made public. No database of permits
could be located on the BMC website in the
hoardings section.

Why are technical standards important?
State governments keen to raise revenues
through outdoor advertisement hoardings have
been adopting a more liberal attitude to big
displays in public places, as urbanisation and
consumption drive the economy. The advent of
digital boards has brought with it the possibility
of moving displays, opening up avenues for
different advertisers to use the same screens to
show messages, raising rents for hoardings
companies greatly.

Several legacy-style hoardings built on heavy
metal frames but lacking an adequately solid
foundation coexist with the new displays,
particularly along highways and wide urban
roads. The MMC Act of 1888 provides some
regulatory exemptions to hoardings on railway
land. The Ghatkopar disaster demonstrates that
extreme weather, such as high winds or a
cyclone sweeping a city, quickly exposes the
weakest infrastructure links, with deadly
consequences. The focus now is also on how
prepared municipal and disaster management
authorities are to deal with the fallout in
crowded cities. In the Mumbai incident, the
presence of a petrol pump prevented personnel
from using gas cutters to remove the twisted
metal frame for fear of triggering a fire. Allowing
hazardous structures to come up thus reduces
the efficiency of disaster management expertise.
Several local bodies lack the capability or
administrative machinery to ensure structural
stability of hoardings. Implicit in such incidents

is the role of corruption.

How is climate change a challenge?

The biggest threat to cities, especially along
India’s peninsular coastline, is extreme weather
such as cyclones intensified by climate change.
The northern Indian Ocean, which contributes
extreme weather systems to the region, hosts 6%
of global cyclones but has disproportionately
high impacts each year. Scientist Roxy Mathew
Koll of the Centre for Climate Change Research,
Indian Institute of Tropical Meteorology, Pune,
says the intensity of cyclones in the Arabian Sea
has increased 20% to 40% over the past four
decades. The Indian Ocean, which has a big
impact on peninsular weather events, is
projected to warm continuously and rapidly in
coming years, intensifying cyclones in a matter
of days. The sea surface temperature of the
Arabian Sea responsible for cyclone formation is
1.2-1.4 degrees C higher than four decades ago,
while the Bay of Bengal is comparatively less
warm with a 0.8 degrees C rise.

Data shows that summer monsoon rainfall
over the sub-continent may be decreasing
overall, but the number of extreme weather
events involving heavy rain in a short period is
rising. Along with cyclonic winds, torrential
rainfall and heavy winds threaten coastal cities.
This is a clear call to city governments to review
conventional ideas on giant outdoor open-sky
hoardings put up close to human activity.

Don’t governments have legal liability?

Yes, the government and the owners of the
private structures do have liability. Most
recently, in 2022, the Delhi High Court
dismissed an appeal filed by the Bank of Baroda,
against a single judge’s order in BoB versus
Mahesh Gupta, granting compensation in a case
where a man was struck by a sign board and the
head injury led to his death.

The bank contended that heavy wind struck
Delhi on the day of the incident and it was thus
an act of god. This was rejected by the court,
which observed that since Delhi witnesses such
winds in May each year, it was a foreseeable risk.
Moreover, the bank had control of the signboard
and had not proved that it had periodically
inspected it to ensure its stability and integrity.
Extreme rainfall and winds are foreseeable
events now across the country, with clear
warnings available from weather agencies.
Governments have to show due diligence to
avert harm to citizens from official actions.
Much like the Ghatkopar case, where many
people were trapped in a hoarding collapse, the
court held in the Delhi case thus: the deceased
writ petitioner was a passer-by who met with the
accident while exercising his right of passage on
a public pathway which abutted the building in
which the bank was housed.

Applying such a principle clearly makes
several connected individuals liable for
negligence in the Ghatkopar case, beginning
with the owners of the land, the agency that put
up the structure and the line officials
responsible for enforcement, extending to the
civic officials and police who witnessed flagrant
violation of rules but took no action.

The writer is a Chennai-based journalist.
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What are the NIAs allegations against NSCN?

Why has the National Investigation Ager

Vijaita Singh

The story so far:
n March 7, the National Investigation
Agency (NIA) filed a chargesheet in a
Guwabhati court where it accused the
“China-Myanmar module” of the
Isak-Muivah faction of the National Socialist
Council of Nagaland (NSCN) of supporting
cadres of two banned Meitei outfits, the People’s
Liberation Army (PLA) and Kanglei Yaol Kanba
Lup (KYKL), to infiltrate India. The NIA alleged
that their aim was to exploit the current ethnic
unrest in Manipur, which began in May 2023,
with a larger goal to destabilise the State and
wage a war against the Government of India.

Which are the main ethnic groupings?

The Meitei, Naga and Kuki-Zomi-Mizo are the
three main ethnic groupings in Manipur. The
Meiteis, the largest community, account for
about 53% of the State’s total population of 27.21
lakh (2011 Census). The Nagas and the Kuki-Zo
which are categorised into 34 Scheduled Tribes

filed a chargesheet against five people in a Guwahati
court? What is the link with the Naga insurgency group? Is the hill tribal group helping
valley-based insurgents in Manipur? What are the three main ethnic communities in the State?

The
chargesheet
is the first
official

statement of

links
between the
NSCN-IM
and Imphal
valley-based
insurgent
groups in
the current
Crisis

Under the scanner: Cadres of the NSCN-IM in Dimapur in 2018. PTI

constitute 17% and 26% of the population
respectively. India and Myanmar share a 1,643
km unfenced border of 398 km along Manipur.
In January, the Government decided to fence the
entire border and end the Free Movement
Regime (FMR) which allowed people to cross
over without any documents or passport. People
on both sides of the border share ethnic ties
prompting the arrangement since 1968.

What is the significance of the chargesheet?
The chargesheet was filed against five persons,
M. Anand Singh, A. Kajit Singh, Keisham
Johnson, L. Michael Mangangcha and K. Romojit
Meitei, and is the first official statement of links
between the NSCN-IM and Imphal valley-based
insurgent groups during the current ethnic
crisis. The accused were arrested on September
16, 2023 by the Manipur Police while travelling
in a vehicle dressed in camouflage, resembling
uniforms worn by security personnel. Three
weapons and ammunition looted from police
armouries were recovered. Following the
arrests, Meira Paibi, the women’s collective in
Manipur, staged protests and clashed with the
police demanding their release. A court granted
them bail, but Anand Singh was picked up by
the NIA and brought to Delhi.

The NIA said that Anand Singh is a trained
cadre of the PLA, one of the eight Meitei
insurgent groups that have been banned by the
MHA for “advocating secession of Manipur from
India through armed struggle.” According to the
NIA, Singh revealed that at the height of ethnic
clashes, he was involved in other subversive
activities along with other valley-based insurgent
groups. The NIA said Singh mobilised local
youth for armed training and that in July 2023
he participated in a weapons training camp
organised at the Selloi Langamai Ecological Park
near Keikhu by PLA cadres where around 80-90
young men received training in handling
firearms. The PLA was formed in 1978 and

continues to be one of the most violent terror
outfits in the northeast and is currently led by
M.M. Ngouba.

The NIA said the accused “criminally
conspired with intent to carry out violent terror
attacks targeting the rival Kuki-Zo community
with prohibited arms and ammunition which
were looted from various government sources.”

Are there other active insurgent groups?
In 2008, 24 Kuki-Zo insurgent groups under the
umbrella of the United Peoples’ Front (UPF) and
the Kuki National Organisation (KNO) signed a
tripartite suspension of operations pact with the
MHA and the Manipur government. On
February 29 this year, when the pact came up
for an annual extension, the Manipur
government refused to send a representative,
leaving the agreement in a limbo. Manipur Chief
Minister N. Biren Singh has accused the groups
of violating the ground rules and instigating
violence in the State. According to the ground
rules, after a peace pact is signed, camps are
earmarked for cadres and their weapons are
accounted for through regular checks conducted
by a security force decided by the government.
The agreement was signed in the wake of the
Kuki-Naga clashes in the 1990s where hundreds
were killed. The insurgent groups demanded an
independent land for the Kuki-Zo people. The
clashes and killings happened after the NSCN
demanded that Kuki-Zo-inhabited areas be
included in its proposed ‘Greater Nagaland’
project in the 1980s.

What is the NSCN’s stand?

After The Hindu reported the NIA findings on
May 14, the NSCN issued a statement, accusing
the Indian security forces of helping the Kuki
militant groups to wage war against the Meitei
revolutionary groups in Myanmar. It said: “It is
sensitive to the propaganda war waged by the
Government of India against NSCN who had
signed ceasefire with GOI and engaged in
political talks for the last 27 years.” Distancing
itself from the violence in Manipur, the NSCN
had said in a statement in August 2023 that “no
ethnic blood should flow in Naga areas in the
name of Meitei- Kuki-Zo ethnic conflicts.”
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Why is RBI
keeping an eye
on gold loans?

Prashanth Perumal

The story so far:

he Reserve Bank of India (RBI) earlier
T this month asked gold loan lenders to

stick to regulatory norms while lending
in a bid to tighten its grip over Non-Banking
Financial Companies (NBFCs). The RBI has
increased its scrutiny of NBFCs after it found
certain NBFCs to be flouting regulatory norms.
In March, the RBI banned IIFL Finance from
issuing fresh gold loans after the firm was found
violating lending norms.

What are the RBI’s gold loan norms?

The RBI stipulates lenders to comply with
certain norms while lending money in lieu of
gold. For instance, lenders are not allowed to
lend any amount of money that is greater than
75% of the value of the gold that is submitted as
collateral by the borrower. This is to ensure that
banks have sufficient cushion to absorb any
losses by selling the gold in case the borrower
defaults on the loan.

And in order to comply with income tax rules,
the RBI also mandates that when a loan is
disbursed to a borrower, no more than ¥20,000
can be disbursed in the form of cash; the
remaining loan amount needs to be deposited in
the borrower’s bank account. It also instructs
lenders to conduct the auction of any gold (in
case a borrower defaults) in a fair and
transparent manner in locations that are
accessible to the borrowers.

It is believed that the RBI is working on
detailed guidelines for gold loans that lenders
will have to follow.

Why does the RBI want to reinforce these
norms nNow?
The RBI says it has found some NBFCs to be
violating regulations linked to gold-based
lending. ITFL Finance was disciplined in March
for violating norms
Many non-banking related to the size and
financial form of loan disbursals,
- P BECe the evaluation and
u)ln»panl_e_s SI\BF(..S) assaying of gold, the
may have to levying of charges, and
become less irregularities in the
ag ive in their auction process. For
lending practices instance, the RBI found
as the Reserve that there were
Bank of India }?g&‘i‘;ﬁli‘;‘; i over
ﬁ?_:g_lttf: rltll:le‘; rules two-thirds of defaulted

“ b - accounts in the case of
more strictly IIFL Finance.

It should be noted
that NBFCs may want to increase the size of their
loan book at an aggressive pace in an attempt to
grow their business, and thus may be willing to
offer loans of value that exceed 75% of the value
of the underlying collateral. To do this, NBFCs
may try to deliberately overestimate the value of
the gold that the borrowers submit as collateral.
It is thus not surprising that the RBI has raised
concerns about the way in which gold is assayed
and valued by NBFCs.

Lenders such as IIFL Finance were using
internal assayers to evaluate the value and the
purity of the gold offered as collateral by
borrowers. This is in contrast to gold loans
extended by banks wherein external assayers
determine the value and purity of the gold. It
should be noted that the gold loan portfolio of
NBFCs has increased at an aggressive pace since
the pandemic, growing over four fold from
about ¥35,000 crore at the end of financial year
2020 to about ¥1,31,000 crore by the end of FY
2023.

The RBI may fear that such aggressive lending
by NBFCs is happening in widespread violation
of lending norms and that this could potentially
cause systemic trouble in the future as the gold
loan industry grows in size rapidly.

How will the RBI’s scrutiny affect NBFCs?
The NBFCs expect the RBI’s scrutiny of their
lending practices to affect their growth and
profitability. The RBI’s insistence that no more
than ¥20,000 shall be disbursed as cash when a
loan is approved, for instance, is expected to
make NBFC gold loans less attractive.

The NBFCs have taken pride in offering
emergency cash to borrowers at short notice
unlike banks, particularly to those who are not
part of the banking system and deal primarily in
cash. Many NBFCs might also have to become
less aggressive in their lending practices as the
RBI enforces the loan-to-value rules more
strictly.

It should be noted that the RBI had
temporarily allowed lenders to make loans up to
90% of the value of the underlying gold
collateral during the pandemic to help
borrowers, and this also helped NBFCs expand
their loan books aggressively.

Further, measures to make the auction
process more transparent and accessible to
borrowers could increase the cost of doing
business for NBFCs and lead to higher
borrowing rates for lenders. The RBI, on the
other hand, may believe that its lending norms
will make the gold loan business more
sustainable and help avoid systemic risks in the
long run.
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