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The Jawaharlal Nehru National Urban Renewal Mission (“JnNURM” / “the 

Mission”) is described as the UPA Government’s ‘flagship urban policy’ [9] and ‘by 

far the single largest initiative of the central government in the urban sector’ [4].  

The Mission is a programme for development of infrastructure, governance and 

urban services, with funding conditional on administrative reforms.  It offers a 

window onto the governance of infrastructure, and the wider challenges of policy 

implementation and public administration in the current era of partnerships and 

globalised development.  

My research suggests that the informal political economy and governance of 

infrastructure have strongly influenced JnNURM implementation.  Additionally a 

strong role for private consultants and technological solutions was observed.  

Mission funding provides a boost to economic development and political legitimacy.  

For cities whose ruling coalitions have weaker domestic and external political 

networks, opposition to reforms which are both unpopular and threaten vested 

interests, may present a serious obstacle.   

I base my argument on the academic and policy literature, press coverage, and 30 

interviews with stakeholders in two Urban Local Bodies (ULBs), which I’ll call 

“Municipality A”, and “Municipality B”.   
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1. Introduction 

The Jawaharlal Nehru National Urban Renewal 

Mission (2005-2012) is a structured policy and 

implementation framework in ‘mission mode’ which 

aims to improve urban infrastructure, governance 

and services to transform 65 urban areas into ‘world 

class cities’ [11, 19].   

Rationalising previous trends in Indian urban policy, 

particularly those towards decentralisation and 

commercialisation [4], the JnNURM aims to reform 

state and municipal urban policy and give Urban 

Local Bodies (ULBs) a greater role in city 

management.   

Mission funding is conditional on ‘mandatory 

reforms’ to municipal governance, fiscal policy and 

spatial planning.  Municipal reforms include 

measures for greater accountability, efficiency 

(including full cost-recovery for service operations 

and maintenance), and basic service provision to the 

poor.  The Mission states a preference for Public 

Private Partnerships in service delivery [15, 12, 13].   

 

While the Mission emphasises ‘bankable’ and 

‘investor friendly’ cities [19] it also addresses social 

inclusion through the Basic Services to the Urban 

Poor (BSUP) sub-mission.  Thus we can see the 

JnNURM as a policy framework working towards 

decentralisation, good governance and inclusive 

cities.   

JnNURM increases ‘governance’ in Indian 

municipalities in two senses:  A) as a shift towards a 

networked, partnership style of decision-making and 

action involving combination and coordination of 

multiple actors with a reduction in centralised 

hierarchy [18, 20, 8]; B) as ‘good governance’ a 

normative donor-led agenda focussing on 

accountability, stability, effectiveness, regulatory 

quality, rule of law, and control of corruption [24, 

6].     

In line with the 11
th

 Plan, the Mission recognises the 

role of infrastructure in economic growth [12, 17] 

and mission reforms seem to be aimed at 

engineering investment-oriented markets in land, 

services and municipal debt [2, 16, 4].  Packaging 



 

infrastructure, and urban governance, as an 

international financial investment product can have 

implications both for the transformation of 

infrastructure governance and wider state 

functioning [22, 23].  Consequently, the JnNURM 

has been criticised for introducing a strongly 

commercial [1, 16] and dangerously speculative 

element into urban management [7].  

Reviews of JnNURM progress have found it limited 

by both technical issues and governance concerns.  

The programme has faced challenges in reform 

implementation, project delivery (esp. budgets and 

timing), take-up and release of funds, generating 

municipal private sector borrowing, and linking 

asset-creation with management.  Impact on 

municipal administration seems to have been, at 

best, limited, circumscribed and uneven.   

JnNURM implementation in many municipalities is 

constrained by low capacity [13].  Municipalities 

face numerous challenges, particularly in smaller 

towns.  For example, consistent electricity supply, 

staff training and recruitment, technical skills and 

equipment such as computers, required to institute 

processes using e-governance and GIS mandated as 

conditions for accessing JnNURM funds (Interviews 

2, 23).   

JnNURM is unevenly spread geographically, 

covering only 58% of the urban population, with a 

statistically significant bias in allocation towards 

metro cities and more developed states [11].   

For example, the data on urban water availability 

and Mission fund disbursement shows that Urban 

Water and Sanitation is the sector with largest 

Mission fund allocation, yet the four states  

receiving the highest amounts of Mission funds 

(Maharashtra, UP, West Bengal, Gujarat and Delhi) 

have urban water availability between 99 and 100%.   

The implication of this tendency is that the Mission 

will increase disparity at national, state and urban 

scales between sites able to successfully attracting 

funding and investment and those which are not 

[12].   

In 2012, towards the end of the seven year Mission, 

the offices of the Comptroller Auditor General 

(CAG) and the national press declared it a ‘failure’.  

The CAG report told of under-used, unspent funding 

(particularly for the poorest wards), projects rarely 

completed (23%) and ‘mandatory’ governance 

reforms rarely made, even on paper.   

The High Powered Expert Committee (HPEC) for 

Investment in Urban Infrastructure noted in 2011 

that the Mission had demonstrated capacity 

problems at the local level and that since it had not 

delivered the required investment or service 

improvements a New Improved JnNURM was 

required [13].   

 

2. Implementation  

One of the most striking elements of reforms at the 

Municipality B offices was the role of consultants, 

who were extensively involved in design, operation 

and oversight of implementation [14].  Involvement 

of private consultancies, for which dedicated 

Mission funding is available, is a key strategy for 

bridging ULB capacity and knowledge gaps 

(Interviews 15, 19).  It may also help to insulate 

design and execution of projects from local political 

influence.   

Increasing the number of contractors involved in 

outsourcing has been found to reduce incentives for 

corruption [5].  However, a potential challenge is 

that processes being outsourced to a large number of 

discreet organisations may lead to increased 

fragmentation of ULB functions with the likely 

additional effect of deskilling municipal 

governments and decreasing accountability 

(Interview 23).   

Private consultants also bring new ideas and new 

technology.  Municipality B runs a comprehensive 

suite of 40 linked e-governance software 

programmes, covering citizen services, accounting, 

tendering, water supply and works management.  

Tenders and invoices are automatically generated, 

saving costs and time.  Information can be submitted 

and received via SMS allowing mobile workers to 

remain plugged in (Interview 19).   

The e-governance suite is networked, connecting 

contractors, consultants and municipal workers in 

real-time and stretching the functional space of the 

municipality into a much wider network.  This 

results in a much greater visibility of data 

throughout the corporation on project cost, timing 

and progress, minimising space for manual 

intervention through a more transparent, accountable 

and efficient system.   

Moves towards e-governance at Municipality B 

have led to many corporation processes becoming 

digital.  However, legal requirements as well as 

work culture still require paper copies of files.   

Supervisory Control and Data Acquisition 

(SCADA) systems introduced for water and 

construction works (roads, bridges) aim to facilitate 

spatial, quantitative and qualitative resource 

monitoring by municipal officials.  This is intended 

to reduce losses due to leakages and theft 

(Interviews 16, 19).  SCADA for water allows real 

time visibility for water flows, quality and quantity 

monitoring, and tracking from Water Treatment 



 

Plants (WTPs) through the city transmission 

network to Elevated Service Reservoirs (ESRs).  

This will allow location of water losses in 

transmission and is intended to aid equitable 

distribution.  The system is now being piloted with 

six ESRs in one area of the city, and will be 

extended later (Interviews 5, 16). 

Municipality B’s SCADA is a highly sophisticated 

system.  The city has been divided into water 

‘Demand Management Zones’.  These are worked 

out on the basis of the existing supply network and 

projected future population growth within the zone, 

and intend to deliver an equal quantum of water to 

the population within the zone (Interview 16).   

However, ‘pipelines laid in the initial phases of the 

water supply system are non-traceable’ 

(Municipality B DPR 1) so water flows between the 

ESR and end user connections require manual 

tracking.  To extend SCADA to this scale was not 

felt to be cost effective (Interview 5).  Each zone 

will be assigned a junior engineer, who will be 

responsible for connections and recovery within that 

area (Interview 5).  So while technology promises 

elimination of ‘manual intervention’ (Interview 27), 

and personal responsibility was seen as increasingly 

accountability (Interview 14), the new system will 

still rely on individual intervention. 

Water systems in both cities faced challenges in 

meter breakages and thefts, inaccurate readings, 

insufficient staffing, and cumbersome administrative 

procedures (Interviews 14, 27).  In Municipality B 

this had led to a situation where the system was 

highly inefficient, extremely opaque – even to staff, 

billing and collection was complex and arbitrary, 

and arrears were increasing at an unsustainable rate 

(Interviews 16, 27).    A new innovative billing 

system being prepared uses a smartphone app to 

simplify water meter reading, billing and recovery 

process, again eliminating space for manual 

intervention and error. 

Municipality A’s JnNURM Memorandum of 

Agreement states the municipality has 100% 

metering, apparently on the basis that metering has 

been approved in the municipal assembly, however 

as decisions about the metering tender have not yet 

been made, and hence metering connections has not 

begun, this is more a statement of intent than of 

outcome (Interviews 12, 13, 14).  As such, Mission 

stipulations for 100% metering, on which release of 

Phase 2 funds is said to depend, seem unrealistic.   

This captures a point indicated in several interviews.  

While technology provides the appearance of an 

effective modern city government, practices of 

municipal workers and other interested parties are 

much slower, and more resistant, to change.   

 

3. Governance 

Mandatory municipal governance reforms may be 

politically challenging to implement.  JnNURM 

conditionalities (e.g.: service and property tax 

revenue recovery targets; increased bureaucratic 

accountability) can threaten vested interests in a 

range of areas and may prove unpopular with 

constituents, elected representatives and municipal 

workers (Interviews 2, 13).  This is particularly 

likely in sectors, such as infrastructure (i.e. land, 

urban development, water supply), where informal 

economies are prevalent and are likely to be 

constrained by reforms [3].   

Formally, municipal corporators may vote against, 

protest, or delay reform proposals.  Opposition 

corporators, with little to gain from improved urban 

outcomes, are frequently accused of ‘playing 

politics’ by raising spurious challenges to reforms.  

Informally, the transfer system in the Indian 

bureaucracy allows elected politicians to use their 

connections to exert a considerable amount of power 

over the municipal administration and this presents 

another array of possibilities for stalling and 

subverting reforms (Interview 14).    

 

Reform implementation, then, requires urban 

regimes which are politically powerful or connected 

to external intervention from higher levels of 

government or international actors such as donors or 

MNCs.  A number of interviewees commented on 

the importance of these ‘vertical’ links (Interviews 

2, 3, 5, 6).  Kumar and Landy, in their work on 

MPALADS and the PDS found similar dynamics, 

which they termed ‘vertical governance’ [10].   

 

Many of these dynamics are illustrated in 

Municipality B which has an award-winning level of 

progress on reforms.  Municipality B has a strong 

party majority in the Corporation which is able to 

outvote opposition; the municipality is linked to 

senior politicians powerful in State and Centre 

government and has been supported in their plans 

for commercialisation of water supply by both a 

bilateral donor and a multinational water company.   

The reform processes is both in conflict with 

embedded ‘informal’ practices (around water, land, 

and tendering, for example,) but also introduces new 

‘informalities’ of its own.  Urban development and 

water are subjects of state, not central, government 

in India, but municipal officials and contractors 

described the state agency officially supposed to 

approve all project proposals as “a postbox”.  Others 

said that proposals just went straight to Delhi, or that 

it was central government not the state that provided 

oversight.   

The general impression was that Delhi was forced to 

relax deadlines and soften conditionalities in the 



 

face of low ULB capacity (Interview 2).  However, 

this also seems to suggest the development of direct 

links between ULBs and Delhi over urban issues 

(Interviews 15, 17, 27) and appears to be one 

informal process by which the Mission could bypass 

potential political opposition.   

The Mission strategy ‘rewards success’ and enables 

city governments with greater political, financial or 

social capital to reap the benefits of the programme 

and in turn engage private sector investment 

(Interviews 2, 14, 19, 23).  These conditions allow 

the Mission to deliver outcomes politically, by 

rewarding powerful urban regimes, and 

economically, by supporting donor and commercial 

intervention (and hence service improvements) in 

only the most promising sites for leveraging 

investment and growth.   

The JnNURM was described as a learning 

experience, and an initial attempt to reform public 

sector management.  However, since evaluation to 

date appears to be largely based on speed of 

spending (Interviews 3, 5, 14, 23) a picture of 

Mission outputs and performance will be 

fragmentary.  More broadly it was felt that the 

JnNURM had in some cases managed to deliver 

hard infrastructure development, but a remaining 

challenge was in moving from infrastructure to 

service provision, a point supported in the literature 

[14].  This reality mirrors concerns over the efficacy 

of reform conditionality funding raised near the start 

of the Mission [15].    

Given the high levels of spending on the Mission, a 

more rigorous project management and monitoring 

framework would be a relatively small cost.  It’s 

seems incongruous that ULBs are expected to 

introduce comprehensive monitoring and evaluation 

yet the JnNURM as a whole does not apply the same 

standards to itself (Interview 27).   

 

4. Conclusions 

My research suggests that governance dynamics 

may have led to an uneven distribution of funding 

and projects across both states and cities; primarily 

through powerful actors attracting projects to their 

states and cities.  In some cases, attracting funding 

for infrastructure seems to have taken precedence 

over development.  Project completion has lagged; 

often attributed to delays in land acquisition, project 

sanctioning and funding release.  Governance 

reform and service improvement components appear 

to be harder to implement, and BSUP elements lag 

even further behind.   

The Mission bypasses elected representatives, and 

local officials, smaller cities, and even state 

governments.  The large gap between reform 

objectives and ULB capacity has led to a strong role 

for consultants and contractors, in design, delivery, 

monitoring and assessment of projects.  As even 

wealthy and powerful ULBs may find orchestrating 

this process demanding, smaller ULBs may be 

unable to meet the challenge.  This may lead to an 

adherence to reform components that is ‘paper thin’ 

[21], a factor which is compounded by Mission 

reporting requirements lacking detail on project and 

reform outcomes.   

Technological solutions appear to play a strong role 

in monitoring and preventing paralegal uses of 

resources.  In the medium term, this mediation of 

state functions via technology may clash or 

collaborate with mediation via individuals for 

private or group benefit.  However, taken to a 

logical conclusion, increased internal legibility 

through technology and governance reforms should 

severely limit low-level intercessions in state 

processes allowing a more predictable prosecution 

of agendas determined by powerful networks at 

higher levels. 
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