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Mapping Mumbai’s Water Heritage 

A project initiated by the Living Waters Museum and Partners, July 2020 

 

Background: Mumbai’s Water Heritage 

Mumbai’s relationship with water can be traced back to its very conception. The Mumbai we know and 

inhabit today was a series of seven islands, ruled by different kingly empires, and occupied later by the 

Portuguese and then the East India Company as a port city. Surrounded by water on all sides, the 

series of islands have always had unique relationships to both, the sea /ocean and fresh water. Initially, 

small tanks, wells and fountains (pyaavs) provided water to local communities before the development 

of piped water systems, largely by the British concerned about health and hygiene. By 1845, the growing 

city started recognizing that water supply needed to be augmented through ‘hydraulic engineering’. This 

led to the creation of the Vihar lake water supply system in 1860, and infrastructure was laid for piped 

water connections from several other subsequent lakes.  

Where there is a dearth of water, there is also a surplus of water. Flooding, and particularly devastating 

ones such as the floods of 2005, caused by heavy rainfall in the Mumbai Metropolitan Region, coinciding 

with high tides, have recurred on several occasions in the past decade. Several schemes have been 

launched to deal with this question of flooding, mainly through infrastructure development, often with 

scant regard for environmental flows. The discourse of water in the city has shifted from water as a 

resource, water as philanthropy (1800s), water as a civic property (1845 onwards), water as a 

commodity, to water as a right for citizens (since 2014), but also an entity that can ravage homes and 

livelihoods every monsoon.  

Water therefore has a multifaceted relationship with the city of Mumbai, from maritime trade and naval 

prowess at Sassoon docks to the traditional Koli fishing communities or the tanker economy servicing 

high-rise apartments to the small water-sellers or bhistis in the bye-lanes of old Bombay. However, this 

rich tapestry of our liquid heritage and its intersection with the everyday lives of citizens and their 

material reality is often unknown to our children, the ‘water-keepers’ of the future.    

Project Rationale: Communicating Mumbai’s Water Stories 

Ask an urban child where their water comes from and s/he will typically reply, the tap, or the plastic 

mineral water bottle or the Aqua-guard system at home, and they will take it for granted that someone 

fills the bottle or that the taps are working, sometimes during limited hours of the day, and that their 

parents, most likely their mother, ensures that the water they are drinking is safe and potable. Little will 

a child (or an adult), unless taught at school, be mindful of their water consumption or the distribution 

system or the stories of the women and men managing and maintaining these. They may not know the 

stories behind Mumbai’s water tanks or public fountains, or her history of conquest, trade and 

navigation, or the songs of her fishing communities. 

Although much work has been done on Mumbai’s water history and its waterscapes this tends to be 

disparate and not visually communicated in a manner which is accessible to children and youth, our 

future water (and climate) leaders. Thus, the goal of our project is: 
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“To collect, curate and communicate Mumbai’s rich water heritage through a variety of media in 

English and Marathi, that can engage people of all age groups, particularly children and youth.”    

 Project Partners 

Living Waters Museum 

The Living Waters Museum is a virtual platform, established in 2017 and currently based as a special 

initiative at the Centre for Heritage Management, Ahmedabad University. It engages young people to 

celebrate our water wisdom through the power of storytelling, digital technology and new media. Visual 

narratives on water and its intersection with natural and built environments or livelihoods and the 

creative arts are curated through an interdisciplinary and collaborative process involving mentoring by 

designers, conservation architects, development professionals, and heritage management experts, all 

passionate about water. Living Waters Museum (LWM) is a founder member of the Global Network of 

Water Museums, endorsed by UNESCO’s Intergovernmental Hydrology Program in June 2018, as a 

special initiative to address Sustainable Development Goal 6 through public education and outreach 

events.  

Since 2018, LWM has been working on the urban water heritage of Ahmedabad and has facilitated a 

number of critical conversations with diverse stakeholders including policy makers, students and 

children through collaborative exhibitions at physical museums on cultural aspects of water or events 

at public cafés and design galleries. While our work in Ahmedabad is ongoing and connected to our 

Water Studio as part of the Foundation Program for all new undergraduate students at Ahmedabad 

University, we are now looking at how we can build a story on Mumbai’s water heritage through 

collaborative efforts, including research, design and publication.    

This project is being done in partnership with: 

Ar. Minaz Ansari: Architect and Urban Designer, Rizvi College of Architecture, Mumbai, Co-founder, 

The Dreamers Collective (minaz.urbandesign@gmail.com),  

Ar. Jinisha Lodaya: Architect and Urban Designer, Rizvi College of Architecture, Mumbai, Co-founder, 

The Dreamers Collective (jinisha.l@gmail.com) 

Ar. Nisha Nair-Gupta: Architect and Founder, People Place Project and Design Variable 

(nairnisha2306@gmail.com), faculty at Balwant Sheth School of Architecture, Mumbai 

 

Our Approach  

Given the nature of the Covid-19 pandemic and restricted mobility with the lockdown in various parts of 

the city, we have begun this project in a small way with the pilot development of 4-5 digital stories, 

using secondary sources, visuals and phone interviews with experts on pre-colonial water 

management, Mumbai’s water tanks, old wells and fountains, pipelines and the politics of water 

distribution and sustainability in the face of climate uncertainty and extreme events. The stories will be 

used to develop an interactive timeline of Mumbai’s water history, and go towards the eventual 

development of a digital exhibition.  

Partners in Mumbai will facilitate interactive, online studios with the various architectural colleges they 

are engaged with to develop narratives on our personal engagement with water, in our homes and 

communities / neighbourhoods. These will explore issues of identity, inclusion, access and equity in 

relation to water use for domestic and productive purposes. We will also be building an online database 

of resources (published, unpublished) and individuals engaged with the city’s waterscape.  

In the second phase of this project, depending on the public health context, we would like to document 

oral histories or - water voices – of diverse individuals, women and men, engaged with our water 

systems and services, or for whom access to water, be it the ocean or freshwater, is a critical element 

in meeting their daily livelihood needs. Short stories of people like Abid Surti who started the campaign 

http://www.livingwatersmuseum.org/
http://www.watermuseums.net/
http://www.watermuseums.net/
mailto:minaz.urbandesign@gmail.com
mailto:jinisha.l@gmail.com
https://www.thepeopleplaceproject.com/
mailto:nairnisha2306@gmail.com
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to ‘Save Every Drop of Water or Drop Dead’ or Afroz Shah who spearheaded the clean-up of Versova 

beach, or the Pani Haq Samiti fighting for water rights or the livelihood challenges faced by the Koli 

fishing community, need to be told.  

By early 2021 we would like to start working towards an exhibition which could be either digital or 

physical depending on where we are with the Covid-19 pandemic and what is practical and feasible. 

The digital exhibition will require the development of a separate interactive web-site built in collaboration 

with all partners under an open source license and governed by terms and conditions in line with 

international norms of ethical practice. The design and curation of the website will be managed by the 

LWM team, supported by all partners, and will include content translation in Marathi and Hindi. A 

physical exhibition will require more resources, decisions on a place, a curator, exhibition design experts 

and a technical production team.  

Outputs and Outcomes 

The project aims to raise awareness on Mumbai’s rich and diverse water heritage towards finding 

sustainable and just solutions to manage our collective water resources for future generations. Apart 

from the digital and physical exhibitions briefly outlined above, we would like to think of the following: 

 Publications like water stories, illustrative children’s books and pop-out maps showing various 

water assets /sites. This will be done in collaboration with the People Place Project which 

already has an established publication record and distribution channels 

 Facilitating conversations and workshops at colleges, universities and public spaces (cafes, 

museums, galleries and institutional spaces) on various aspects of our water heritage through 

expert talks and the visual and performing arts (e.g. Jal Tarang). It may be possible to initiate 

conversations with the Tata Institute of Social Sciences’ Centre of Water Policy, Regulation and 

Governance, and the IIT-Mumbai which has a design and visualisation lab.  

 Developing virtual water classrooms for schools and non-formal education spaces so that there 

is value-based learning on water, celebrating the joy of water while mindful of the consequences 

of urbanisation, infrastructure development and over-consumption.    

 Developing content and managing an Instagram page that posts images and data and builds a 

substantial following by introducing quizzes, creating hashtags, online challenges, Instalive 

sessions et al.  

For further information and to get involved, or collaborate with us, please contact: 

Dr. Sara Ahmed, Founder-Director, Living Waters Museum (sara.ahmed1981@gmail.com)  

Ms Ipshita Karmakar, Project Coordinator, Living Waters Museum 

(ipshitakarmakar2212@gmail.com)  

Ms Saachi D’Souza, Research Intern, Living Waters Museum (saachidsouza@gmail.com)  
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