GREEN RIBBONS, NOT GREEN BELTS
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Every town planner accepts the fact that citizens need easily-accessible green areas. The conventional response has been to designate a ‘green Belt’ in a circle around a city or town at a suitable distance from peripheral dwellings at the time of formulating a plan.

Often, even before the plans are legally sanctioned, the city has outgrown its former boundaries, and the Green Belt, if rigidly enforced, would strangle the growth of the city like a too-tight puppy collar on an adult dog.

Inevitably, economic pressures breach the Green Belt, always at the first along arterial roads which by their nature attract ribbon development of housing along their route.

Green Ribbons, radiating outward from the city centre along natural water sources are a viable alternative: easily defensible, ecologically sound and with the built-in advantages of water conservation and flood control. They also permit flexible expansion of the city with in time in any desired direction and to an unlimited extent, with easy access to greenery for all. The Green Ribbon concept is also suitable for any size of human settlement, from the village upwards.

Green Ribbons are belts of greenery and naturally undulating parkland that follow the natural water courses, either nallahs and hallas or field ditches and tank beds, outward from the city to any desired extent. Almost all human habitation is at the junction of, or on the banks of, natural streams, whether still flowing or not.

Green Ribbons have several advantages. Most water courses have natural riverine vegetation, for instance, in Karnataka mostly Pongamia trees. These slow down and absorb water at peak flow and release it slowly later on. Preserving such natural vegetation protects the local fauna while sparing the cost of planting or reforestation.

Besides, no land acquisition is involved as water courses and land beds are generally government property. Discriminatory restrictions on use of private land are not necessary and litigation is thus avoided.

Protection from encroachment is very easy. People are least likely to put up illegal huts or houses on land subject to intermittent flooding like the bottom of a gully.

Green Ribbons occupy gullied land that is the most expensive for a city to reclaim, whether by land fill or by artificial containment of the water flow. Green Belts on the other hand, depend on vast stretches of flat farm land that is ideally suited for eventual urbanization and hence under intense socio-economic pressure.

Access from a pie-shaped sector of town to a radial ribbon of green on either side is nearer and easier than crossing the entire congested centre to reach the circular Green Belt far away.

Linear parks have far greater recreational value for a given area than a square park on prime flat land in the centre of town. Paths stretching along both sides of a nallah are ideal for cycling or riding, jogging or walking with pets.

The Golden Gate Park in San Francisco, three blocks wide and several miles long right through the heart of the city, is a wonderful example.

Most water courses within a city, concreted and paved, become foul sewers or open-air latrines. Left in their original green state, there is a natural cleansing effect on human or canine faeces which acts as fertilizer rather than pollutant. This is a problem to be lived with till every poor person has a roof over his head and a toilet.

Green Ribbons provide, at no cost to the city, an enormous expanse for ground water recharge, especially in a city like Bangalore where there is fear of subsidence due to over use of ground water by borewells. A series of spillways can create a permanent ribbon of water, useful for fire-fighting when needed and for pioneering construction in outlying areas.

They are also the most cost-effective means of flood control. Floods some years ago in the city were a direct result of indiscriminate draining of tanks, narrowing and concreting of gullies and construction of sites and layouts in tank beds and natural depressions.

Ideal land use for such low-lying areas is playgrounds, stadia, open-air theaters, swimming pools, parking lots, camp sites, weekly markets, maidans  for public meetings or fire work shops or traveling circuses etc. and similar uses where permanent construction is absent, paving is unnecessary and human occupation is intermittent and can be interrupted during heavy rains without risk to life or property.

Tank beds with their fertile silt which makes unstable building foundations can ideally be used for plant nurseries, both private and public, to provide a continuous supply of trees for township roads as they develop.

The Bangalore City Corporation, under pressure during severe floods in 1988, had promised to commission an aerial survey of the situation and to submit recommendations. It is yet not known whether any action has been initiated yet; meanwhile diversion of tank beds and low-lying paddy fields continues apace.

It is possible to commission and complete a meaningful report at negligible cost and within a month or two of serious effort. Retired experts in the PWD and the aerial department are available who can contribute their skills at relatively low cost. Existing detailed contour maps will suffice for the broad framework and reference to existing aerial photographs can fill in minor details.

Teaming up with a newspaper to ensure critical appraisal and breadth of perspective, adequate publicity and more receptive attitude from officials. It will expedite a public dialogue on the issues.

If we consider ourselves trustees of the Bangalore environment of the future, we must act now.
