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Abstract:

Study talks about the urban restoration of Sabarmati Riverfront, Ahmedabad. It has research about gentrification and
its probable social impact in India's fast changing cities. It also talks about how social economical groups have access
to urban space, how they work together on one social platform, and how community structures were affected by the
waterfront revitalization. Even if the project has improved the city's image, public infrastructure, and environment,
issues with affordability, displacement, and unequal access to benefits still exist. The study has tried to cover all the
positive and negative inferences regarding this study.

This study is a qualitative methodological study and is based on secondary research sources, like case study-based
analysis, academic literature studies, planning documents, and official reports.

My findings demonstrate how urban design interferences can restyle public point of view and urban identity of the
city. Urban development in Indian cities has always carried two faces progress for some, displacement for others. The
Sabarmati Riverfront project in Ahmedabad sits at this uncomfortable crossroads. This study traces how waterfront
redevelopment reshapes social access, community bonds, and urban belonging acknowledging genuine infrastructure

gains while refusing to overlook who paid the human cost of those gains.

Keywords: Gentrification, Urban Displacement, Sabarmati Waterfront Redevelopment, Socio-spatial Inequality,
Revitalization

Aim: To understand how gentrification along the Sabarmati Riverfront has influenced social life, community
structure, and access to urban space, while balancing urban development benefits with social consequences.
Introduction & background:

In cities across India, development rarely reaches everyone equally. When wealthier interests move into an area,

property values climb, older residents get pushed out, and the social fabric quietly unravels. Ruth Glass first named
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this process gentrification in 1964, observing how middle-class movement into working-class London neighborhoods
transformed not just buildings but entire social worlds.
Globally this pattern repeats cafes replacing community spaces, luxury housing replaces affordable shelter, and tax
revenues rise while longtime residents scatter.
In Indian cities this pressure takes a sharper form. Slum redevelopment schemes and high-end projects frequently
remove low-income communities with little consultation. Mumbai's Dharavi, Bangalore's lakeside neighborhoods
both show how urban policy can improve infrastructure statistics while deepening human inequality.
In Indian cities, gentrification happens when slum redevelopment projects and high-end luxury developments replace
low-income communities, causing them to move out and changing the social and economic character of the area.
Mumbai's Dharavi encounters Adani-led plans focusing informal settlements into high-rises, risking cultural cutting;
Bangalore's lakeside areas attract elites, segregating spaces. Driven by urban expansion and policy, it improves
infrastructure but fuels inequality.
Methodology:
It is a qualitative, descriptive, and analytical research type methodology and is used to classify the social implications
of gentrification inthe Sabarmati Riverfront Development Project. It is a theoretical kind of research, and is dependent
on secondary resources with intellectual narrative, planning documents, project reports, legal proceedings, and socio-
economic influence judgments.
The study process elaborates three phases a wide prose analysis on gentrification philosophy, which is followed by
attentive research of the Sabarmati Riverfront project done by institutional and legal papers, and conclusively a

breakdown of dislocation data and communal impact studies to evaluate social conclusions.

Figure 1:Master plan of the Sabarmati Riverfront, Anmedabad, Gujarat. Source: Sabarmati
Riverfront official website.

This research is majorly guided by four research questions:

1. What are the social implications of gentrification?

2. How are these visible in the Sabarmati Riverfront project?
3. Who benefits and who is sidelined?

4. What are the long-term social consequences?

Here, only a single case study approach is devoted, with the Sabarmati Riverfront chosen for its scale, existing

secondary study, and relevance by way of a model for waterfront redevelopment across Indian cities.

JETNR2606131 Journal of Emerging Trends and Novel Research (www.jetnr.org) b57



http://www.jetnr.org/

© 2026 JETNR | Volume 4, Issue 6 June 2026 | ISSN: 2984-9276 | JETNR.ORG

The social inferences of gentrification along the Sabarmati riverfront development:

1. Displacement:

Displacement is one of the most to the point and extensively recorded communal effects of gentrification. It refers to
the enforced or unwanted relocation of remaining low-income populations from their homes and neighborhoods as
an upshot of increasing land prices, revitalization of ventures, or infrastructure upgrades and development that
prioritize and give importance to higher-income users of space in urban context. Displacement isn’t a single event of
time, but it is a step-by-step process which starts with the warning of removal, and which expands into a expanded
disturbance of employment, housing, and community belonging. Researchers such as Oliveira (2025) note that when
urban rejuvenation schemes, even well-intentioned ones like gardens and public spaces, are introduced to people
without shielding strategies, they constantly trigger displacement of the most economically vulnerable and weaker
communities.

Between 2006 and 2010, the Sabarmati Riverfront redevelopment led to large-scale displacement of people who
depended on the riverbanks for their livelihoods including informal settlers, migrants, washer folk, small-scale
farmers, daily wage laborers, and vendors. Once SRFDCL began renovation, more than 11,000 families were moved
to BSUP housing on the outskirts of Ahmedabad, with Vatwa becoming the largest relocation site (Trivedi, 2016).
The relocated households were placed at distances ranging roughly from 5 to 16 kilometers away from the city center
(Joshi & Maheshwari, 2016).

A key issue was that people were moved without proper consultation or consent. In Vatwa, 77.1% of relocated
households reported having no influence over where they were placed, and 85.4% said the Ahmedabad Municipal
Corporation offered them little to no meaningful assistance during relocation (Trivedi, 2016). Moreover, AMC’s 2008
relocation policy—submitted to the Gujarat High Court three years after construction started—undermined the 1998
promise to rehouse families within the project footprint by relocating them to far-flung peripheral sites instead (Joshi
& Maheshwari, 2016).

This exemplifies what Gertner (2014) identifies as state-led accumulation by dispossession — public land cleared
through extra-economic force, circumventing the market-based legal processes typical of Western gentrification.

2. Community Fragmentation

Figure 2:Before-and-after transformation of the Sabarmati Riverfront. Source: Wikipedia
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If we ignore the aspect “physical displacement”, gentrification is consistently eroding the social framework of
communities that have built and are building shared networks, relationships, and cultural practices over generations.
Community fragmentation happens when old, long-settled neighborhoods get broken during resettlement, and people
are moved to different unfamiliar places, which ends up breaking their support systems, shared identity and the sense
of belonging they had in those communities.
During resettlement, when people are shifted to unfamiliar places and older, long-settled neighborhoods get broken
up, community fragmentation starts happening, and their support systems, shared identity, and sense of belonging
within the community slowly gets affected.
Community fragmentation was almost inevitable and quite severe in the case of the Sabarmati Riverfront. The
computerized allocation system was used for distributing BSUP housing which causes randomly grouping of residents
from different areas, communities and religions together, without really seeing existing neighborhood connections
(Joshi & Maheshwari, 2016). The relocation disrupted long-established, organic communities and produced
immediate social consequences. Residents who once shared festivals, livelihoods, and daily routines along the river
were suddenly transplanted into unfamiliar resettlement blocks such as Vatwa, where they lived alongside strangers.
A survey of displaced households found that 63.2% attributed behavioral changes to the new environment, and 42.1%
reported very little social interaction in their new neighborhoods (Trivedi, 2016).
Religious divisions worsened the fragmentation. Forcibly placing Hindu and Muslim families together in the same
resettlement blocks against a backdrop of the 2002 Ahmedabad riots—generated tension rather than integration. In
some localities, informal nicknames like “Hindustan” and “Pakistan” were used for adjacent housing clusters,
reflecting the unease and resentment that followed poorly managed relocation (Trivedi, 2016). As Amartya Sen
argues, communities remain cohesive when members share identity and trust; the ad hoc nature of these transfers

eroded social capital trust, reciprocal support, and collective memory—over time (Joshi & Maheshwari, 2016).

3. Cultural Homogenization

Gentrification's reach extends well beyond the physical
displacement of residents like it uproots entire ways of life. When
lower-income communities are pushed to the margins of
redeveloping cities, the informal, living cultures they carried with
them do not simply relocate; they disappear. What fills the void is
a sanitized, commercially palatable urban aesthetic calibrated to
middle-class sensibilities. In trading social texture for visual order,

cities effectively shrink their public life around a narrow

demographic, quietly burying the diversity that once gave those promenade. Source: Wikipedia

spaces meaning.

The Sabarmati Riverfront offers a telling example of this process in action. Before redevelopment reshaped its banks,
the river sustained a complex, community-rooted ecosystem such as dhobi ghats where washermen and women
practiced their trade, seasonal farming across the exposed riverbed, open-air markets, and large communal gatherings
that drew together residents from across the city's many communities. These were not incidental activities. They
represented living cultural traditions, shaped over generations by the river's rhythms and the communities whose

livelihoods depended on it (Mehta, 2018). Redevelopment swept all this away, replacing it with manicured
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promenades, decorative gardens, and leisure amenities designed [=
around the habits and preferences of a wealthier urban class.
Mehta (2018) identifies events like Happy Streets which adopted
the Riverfront as its flagship venue as symptomatic of this
broader cultural shift. Despite their rhetoric of community
inclusion and urban renewal, such initiatives largely serve to

consolidate middle-class occupation of a transformed space,

offering no recognition of the cultural worlds dismantled to make

Figure 4:Image of families that were Rehabilitated &
that transformation possible. The resulting public space may be Resettled. Source: Sabarmati Riverfront official website.

visually striking, but it is culturally narrow a polished landmark that embodies one class's aspirations while erasing
another's heritage. As Pessina (2012) argues, the justificatory language surrounding the project sustainability, flood
management, global city ambitions ideologically, lending legitimacy to a redevelopment process whose cultural costs
remain largely unacknowledged.

4. Urban Revitalization

It refers to transforming neglected or underused city areas  Somiwiu Mastrplin
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upgraded services. The aesthetic gains from such project’s
cleaner, greener, and more orderly environments that are
often the clearest defense of gentrification. However,
scholars warn that the social benefits are unevenly shared:
the very residents who need improved housing and services
are most frequently displaced before they can enjoy them.
Our project produced underiighle CRESIE MRS IS Figure 5:A cross section of the riverbank. Source: Sabarmati
The Sabarmati riverfront was converted from a largely dry, Riverfront official website.

polluted, and flood-prone stretch into an 11.5-kilometer sequence of landscaped promenades, gardens, improved road
links, and recreational amenities. Interceptor sewers on both banks stopped the direct dumping of untreated sewage,
markedly improving the river’s ecological condition within Ahmedabad (Pessina, 2012). Flood-mitigation works,
including reinforced concrete retaining walls built to the 100-year flood standard, lowered seasonal flood risk for
nearby neighborhoods. The scheme earned national recognition and international praise KPMG listed it among 100
global innovations and picked several awards for urban infrastructure (Trivedi, 2016).

Yet the main beneficiaries were the city’s wealthier residents. Although the riverfront is officially public, its design
favored leisure uses, aesthetic norms, and behaviors associated with middle- and upper-class users, making the spaces
feel unwelcoming to poorer groups. Informal barriers entrance fees, layout, and implicit social codes effectively
excluded many of the low-income people who had been the area’s original occupants (Mehta, 2018). Lower-middle-
income groups also experienced marginalization both during and after redevelopment, despite having been frequent
users before the project. In Sabarmati’s case, revitalization became transactional: the city gained a prestigious

landmark, while long-standing communities’ lost homes, livelihoods, and their social place in the urban landscape.
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5. Economic Growth
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investment. But Gentrification, in its economic dimension,
moves formerly low-value urban land as premium real
estate, attracting capital financing and creating revenue for

municipal bodies. The economic developments shaped by

Figure 6:Sabarmati Riverfront Development Project. Source:
Civils daily website

deeply twisted distribution flowing mainly toward developers, property owners, and state institutions, while the

such outcomes, though tangible and quantifiable, follow a

burden of economic costs settles heavily on those communities forced to displace.

In our case, The Sabarmati Riverfront created considerable economic activity in neighboring areas. Land values
adjacent to the riverfront increased dramatically following the beginning of redevelopment works, attracting private
investment in commercial and residential developments (Pessina, 2012). Tourism to the Riverfront expanded
significantly after its launch in 2012, with the site rapidly becoming Ahmedabad's most visited urban destination,
drawing international dignitaries and positioning the city as a global urban showcase (Mehta, 2018). The financing
modelling of this project was funded construction, through the sale of 15% of reclaimed riverfront land to private
developers. This demonstrates the economic logic underlying the redevelopment: public land cleared of informal
settlers was converted into premium real estate to subsidize the construction of public amenities (Pessina, 2012).

For displaced households the economic impact was sharply negative. A socio-economic survey of families moved to
Vatwa showed a marked fall in incomes after relocation: those earning less than Rs. 6,000 per month rose from 32.6%
before displacement to 47.9% afterward, while the share earning more than Rs. 11,000 fell from 19.6% to 10.4%
(Trivedi, 2016). Rising travel expenses, reduced access to informal markets, and the breakdown of livelihood
networks all contributed to this decline. Savings also suffered 91.7% of respondents reported saving under 10% of
their income after being moved, a sharp drop compared with their pre-relocation saving behavior. In short, although
the Riverfront spurred measurable economic activity, much of that gain came at the direct financial cost of
Ahmedabad’s most vulnerable residents.

6. Adaptive Reuse & Architectural Innovation

Adaptive reuse, in the context of waterfront redevelopment, refers to the deliberate reimagining of degraded or
underutilized land into functional urban environments through targeted architectural and planning interventions; a
process that shares much with ecological and spatial restoration. In riverfront contexts specifically, this typically
means reclaiming floodplains, stabilizing embankments, introducing new built typologies, and developing public
infrastructure that re-establishes a meaningful relationship between the city and its waterways. When approached with
genuine care, such projects can yield innovative urban environments capable of serving a wide cross-section of the
population. In practice, however, the architectural vision guiding these transformations tends to reflect the spatial
values and aesthetic sensibilities of planners and policymakers rather than the communities whose everyday
environments are being remade.

The Sabarmati Riverfront stands as one of the most ambitious exercises in urban-scale adaptive reuse undertaken in

contemporary India. The project reclaimed 185 hectares of riverbank through a series of substantial engineering works
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reinforced concrete diaphragm walls, anchor slabs repurposed as lower promenades, and retaining structures topped
with upper promenades that now offer uninterrupted pedestrian movement along the water's edge (Pessina, 2012).
The seasonally flooding riverbed, which had long sustained informal agriculture, washing activities, and settlement,
was converted into a perennial water body by redirecting flow from the Narmada Canal a change that fundamentally
altered the river's ecological and spatial identity within the city. In place of the organic, self-organized landscape of
riverside communities, the project installed a planned spatial order of landscaped gardens, formal market zones,
cultural plazas, and waterfront roads.
The architectural achievement here is real the project produced a visually coherent waterfront that has drawn
international recognition. Yet this success sits uneasily alongside substantive ecological concerns. Hydrologists and
urban ecologists have noted that concretizing riverbanks across such an extended stretch significantly reduces the
floodplain's natural permeability, with potential consequences for flood intensity in areas both upstream and
downstream of the city (Pessina, 2012). At a deeper level, the adaptive reuse strategy pursued here privileged formal,
designed space over the informal, lived environment it displaced erasing, in the process, the architectural and cultural
resourcefulness of communities that had spent generations adapting the riverbank to sustain complex and

interconnected livelihood systems.

7. Social Inequality & Affordability

While gentrification does bring some positive changes to a neighborhood, its most lasting social effects relate to issues
of inequality and affordability. As a neighborhood undergoes redevelopment, the value of real estate climbs, and the
new businesses that are developed are designed to appeal to a higher-income demographic. Consequently, the cost of
living in the gentrifying and surrounding areas often increases at a pace that is prohibitively expensive for lower-
income residents. The result is a neighborhood where the benefits of new sidewalks, improved streets, and public art
are developed for and accessed mainly by those who can afford the increased prices while those who cannot afford
them are priced out and left to move to a less desirable location.

Sabarmati Riverfront in Ahmedabad created sharp spatial divide where a well-made central riverfront was meant for
middle-class to enjoy with a feel of global city; on other hand, displaced families were shifted to BSUP housing on
periphery of city with very small spaces, unplanned settlement, no basic amenities like water, sanitation, health and
good connectivity with transport. Though pucca housing was provided, the units were very small 28 square meters in
size. There were many gaps as water supply connections, proper toilets, functionality of health and information centers
etc were lacking (Joshi & Maheshwari, 2016). The displaced families were not able to cover their monthly expenses
with the earning they got after displacement; 45.8% of them felt they were unable to meet basic needs of their
households (Trivedi, 2016).
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Figure 8:Reduction in Erosion and Flood. Source: Sabarmati Figure 7:Sewage Diversion & Water Retention and
Riverfront official website. Recharge. Source:Sabarmati Riverfront official website.
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For the urban poor, the affordability of the city declined. The surge in land values in areas bordering on the riverfront
made it economically not viable for the displaced families to return to the older city areas of central Ahmedabad. They
were left with no option but to reside in the peripheral locations where they had been shifted. This analysis is in line
with the observations of Oliveira (2025) that unless there are provisions of rent control, affirmative measures for
affordable housing, and inclusive planning, urban renewal ends up exacerbating socio-economic inequalities, instead
of addressing them. In the case of Sabarmati, the city image and infrastructure was enhanced, but at the cost of
deepening the spatial segregation of the urban population based on class. The resultant space privilege privileges
aesthetics over people’s lives, moving poverty to the periphery and beautifying the Centre for consumerist elite

recreation.

Findings

The following important conclusions are drawn from the examination of the Sabarmati Riverfront Development
Project via the prism of gentrification's social ramifications:
Over 11,000 families were forcibly relocated to peripheral BSUP housing sites, five to sixteen kilometers away from
their original riverfront homes, because of the project. The SRFDCL, a quasi-governmental organization that operates
outside of democratic accountability, was created with the intention of favoring middle-class and investor interests
while marginalizing informal settlers, so this displacement was not an unintended consequence of development but
rather a structural prerequisite for it. For communities whose livelihoods depended on being close to the city center,
the AMC's 1998 pledge to relocate families within the project area was quietly abandoned by 2008, which had
disastrous economic effects.

However, as the stay ordered by Gujarat High Court was only in respect of eviction and not the entire project,
development was disconnected from its human impact. Housing projects moved forward without rehabilitation being
addressed. Displacement was fragmentary, driven by division of communities. Layouts of new houses were assigned
by computer-generated numbers uprooting established communities and segregating neighbors, further dividing
people on religious grounds. Bonds of reciprocity and systems of informal support between neighbor’s who lived on
the riverfront for generations were broken. Riverbank dwellers feel disconnected from society; they experience
displacement as a feeling of insecurity and loss of community. Studies have shown that displacement has had adverse
effects on the economy of the displaced. Average household income was reduced and savings disappeared. Expenses
like transportation, medical costs and charges for water and electricity increased. Most activities that riverbank
dwellers were involved in casual labor, rag picking, dhobi work, small time trade, poultry and dairy farms, kitchen
gardening are location-based occupations which couldn't be carried out at the resettlement sites on the periphery of
cities.

The physical and infrastructural outcomes of the project were significant and largely positive improved flood control,
sewage management, public space, and urban connectivity. Access to the riverfront’s benefits was unevenly
distributed, favoring wealthier residents. Although promenades, gardens, and recreational areas are officially public,
their layout, programming, and social tone predominantly serve middle-class users. Programs such as Happy Streets
illustrate what Mehta (2018) calls the middle-class appropriation of public space, where areas that are formally open
to everyone become de facto exclusive to dominant social groups. Meanwhile, the urban poor who were pushed to

peripheral resettlement sites gained little from the amenities created by their displacement.
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Decision-making for the project was concentrated in SRFDCL, an agency that lacked broad community
representation. This governance arrangement systematically sidelined displaced residents, reducing their ability to
influence resettlement terms or challenge the conditions of their relocation.

Legal interventions through the PIL process produced inadequate judicial protection, with court orders prioritizing
continuation of the project over residents' constitutional rights to shelter and livelihood. Cultural homogenization of
the riverfront occurred as informal, diverse, and livelihood-oriented uses of the riverbank were replaced by formally
designed recreational spaces catering to middle-class leisure. Although the architectural innovations of the Sardar
Sarovar Development Project have garnered international acclaim, the project has been marked by the erasure of
spatial practices and cultural heritages of riverfront communities. Along with this, there are serious guestions
regarding environmental justice, most significant of which is the diversion of legally allocated Narmada Canal water
for irrigation to be used instead for the perennial watering of canals and ornamental lakes for the sake of urban
beautification. Instead of embodying environmental contradictions, the project has been promoted as ecologically

sustainable.

Conclusion
Table 1:Key findings of the Sabarmati Riverfront case study. Source: Compiled from the present study’s secondary

research and documents.

Theme Findings Implication

N ) Loss of home, distance from
. More than 11,000 families were relocated from the riverfront ) ) )
Displacement ) e , the city core, and disruption
to peripheral BSUP housing, including Vatwa. )
of everyday life.

Community Relocation broke long-standing neighborhood ties and Weakening of social bonds,

fragmentation mixed residents through computerized allocation. trust, and mutual support.

Informal riverbank activities such as farming, washing, ) o
Cultural ] ] Erosion of local livelihoods
o vending, and gatherings were replaced by formal S
homogenization . and cultural identity.
promenades and landscaped public spaces.

o The project improved flood control, sewage treatment, Physical upgrading of the city
Urban revitalization ] o
roads, and waterfront aesthetics. and stronger public image.

] ] ] ] Benefits  were  unevenly
) The riverfront increased land values, tourism, and private = )
Economic growth ] distributed  across  social
Investment.
groups.
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Displaced households faced higher travel costs, lower Development deepened
Social inequality ] ) ) spatial and economic

incomes, and reduced access to basic services.

inequality.

This article examines the Sabarmati Riverfront Development Project in Ahmedabad, India, as a case study of the
social contradictions embedded within state-led urban redevelopment in contemporary India. Infrastructural
improvement and social equity are often treated as compatible goals for city building, but the Sabarmati Riverfront
Development demonstrates that a city can simultaneously gain a world-class waterfront while losing the communities
that once gave that waterfront its human character. What began as an attempt to rehabilitate an ecologically degraded
and socially and economically mixed riverfront has ultimately produced a spectacular urban landscape that
marginalizes the city’s most vulnerable populations while consolidating the rights and privileges of the wealthy.
The social implications of the Sabarmati case displacement, community fragmentation, cultural homogenization, and
increased inequality are not singular events. Rather, these are widespread phenomena associated with waterfront and
urban development initiatives across Indian cities. While the Sabarmati case may exemplify gentrification in many
respects, the broader implications of neoliberal urbanism accentuating land values, city branding, and the interests of
the middle class differ from the classic Western model of gentrification. These phenomena are better described as
accumulation by dispossession, as articulated by David Harvey, and are deeply connected to the specific political
economy of public land in postcolonial cities. Unlike gentrification in Western cities, which is primarily driven by
market processes, displacement in the Sabarmati case was sudden, and deeply connected to extra-economic coercion
demolitions, police intervention, and administrative manipulation of eligibility for rehabilitation all driven by a
complex array of actors and competing agendas. Therefore, it is important to analyze these phenomena within their
specific historical, political, and geographical contexts, and to recognize that blanket application of established
Western gentrification theories and prescriptions may be ineffective, even counterproductive.
Sabarmati Riverfront is yet another lesson for urban planners that when large-scale urban redevelopment projects are
undertaken in name of urban renewal, ignoring rights of local communities, and resulting in their displacement
without adequate rehabilitation and sharing of fruits of development in a just manner, these will only serve to
strengthen social inequalities. Successful urban development requires not only that the displaced families are provided
with decent and secure dwellings, but more importantly that they are provided space to continue their livelihoods,
maintain social connections, observe their cultural identity, and take part in planning and decision-making processes
that affect their lives. This requires strong mechanisms like rent control and preservation of affordable housing stock,
community-oriented planning for resettlement, and effective judicial intervention to safeguard right to shelter as
enshrined in Article 21 of Indian Constitution as well as various international human rights instruments.
As Indian cities undertake large-scale efforts at waterfront redevelopment, slum rehabilitation and urban renewal,
Sabarmati River Front Development Corporation offers some lessons. While a lot was done to spruce up the look of
the area, the real test of urban development goes beyond a pretty promenade and sparkling new buildings. It is about
what happens to the people who get pushed around to make these dreams a reality. Does the emerging city have room

for all of its citizens—the poor and the affluent, the marginalized and the mainstream?
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