
A Progressive Switch

Initiating Inter-modalities in Mumbai through a 
common infrastructure

Project Intention

The project presented here was part of a Master of Urban Design (MUD) individual capstone thesis project 2016-17 at The University of Hong Kong. The purpose of this project 
was not to create a final product, but to set the first argument in a long debate. 
Integration of theory, design, and practice, personally, is what drives a comprehensive project. It’s within the infrastructure theories put forward by thinkers and practices like 
Keller Easterling, Constantinos Doxiadis, Infranet Lab and Lateral Office, is where the design outcome of this project is rooted.    

Project Description

Mumbai presents a unique urban challenge. At the same time, it opens opportunities for betterment. 
Challenge is presented with respect to its over-crowded suburban train lines and spatially fragmented public modes of transport. Over-crowding of these trains, also known as 
“lifelines of the city”, is due to a steady increase in demand. On the other hand, spatial fragmentation and lack of integration between different modes of transport is a product 
of an ever-present organisational resistance and tension between and within government bodies. This lack often lands the city and its citizens in chaotic situations, depriving 
them of a smooth, productive, intermodal origin to destination experience. 

Opportunity, with respect to over-crowding of trains, is presented at the right time for the city in the form of a new Metro Master Plan. Eight new metro lines being proposed by 
the Mumbai Metropolitan Region Development Authority (MMRDA), to weave through the city’s fabric over the course of 10-15 years. The new Metro Master Plan's intention, 
therefore, is to be a supplement to the three suburban train lines, owned and maintained by Indian Railways, catering to new shifting centralities and urban growth.

Capitalising on the new Metro Master Plan is where a chance of initiating a conversation on intermodalities lie. With innumerable government bodies in-charge of developing 
and maintaining their individual modes of transport (existing and future), there is no common body set up to act as a negotiator between them. Creation of visual abstractions 
of a neighbourhood level station area renders a picture of chaotic interactions between existing and future transport systems. (Lost) opportunities that can be capitalised on.  

Keller Easterling, in her book ExtraStateCraft (2014), puts forward an elaborate infrastructural theory. She writes, much like any other operating system in the world, public 
transport network can also be understood as a city’s spatial software, which can be upgraded, adapted or interfered with through certain ‘active forms’ such as switches. Based 
on this notion, a concept of “progressive switch” was evolved. This new customised model, in effect, is an intermodal public transport interchange tailored to the local context 
of Mumbai. The aim of it is to spatially integrate multiple modes of transport and generate new interconnectivities at a neighbourhood level, which in turn and by extension, at 
a regional level, can potentially create new flows of people, goods, activities and centralities. Based on a notion of a 'progressive switch', the hypothesis was that a 3rd party 
led common piece of infrastructure, be developed and deployed at strategic station area locations within the network, which can initiate intermodalities and interconnectivities 
between and within different modes of transport. 

In order to deconstruct the inner working of this progressive switch, it was likened to an electric circuit. This is where theories developed by founders of InfraNet Lab/Lateral 
Office helps put together the components of the progressive switch. They put forward that infrastructure requires moments of transfer and exchange, from which certain spatial 
formats can be evolved. Surfaces (planes of mediation, thickened and intelligent), Containers (shells of enclosure, processing and performing as nodes within a network), 
and Conduits (carriers of matter and energy, exchanging and transferring within a larger network). Whilst an added spatial format to consider was ‘Joins’ (physical connec-
tors). To carry these spatial formats into infrastructure’s expanded field, following iterations were customized to complete the foundation of a progress switch:

Spatial Join: Spatial join becomes the most essential component within the matrix of a progressive switch. It is the physical connection between two or more modes of 
transport within the urban environment.
Programmed Conduits:  Together with Spatial Join, they function as an exchange for flows of people to transfer to different modes of transport. 
Civic Containers:  Civic Containers are where an interchange facility gets its volume of space within the urban environment. 
Productive Surfaces: Can be better understood as being catalytic surfaces within this spatial arrangement.
 
These surfaces give rise to new opportunities of development. On a local station area scale, the four components, under a common host, can work in a uniform harmony with 
each serving its own function, in an eventual aim to create a public interface between different modes of transport. Buses, taxis, local auto-rickshaws, bike sharing facilities, 
mass rapid transit stations (existing and future), all come together under a common unified framework to be able to produce smoother interactions of urban mobility within 
its immediate environment. 

If, at a neighbourhood level, this new infrastructure can facilitate interconnectivities, at a regional level, by extension, it is able to produce new streams of flows of people, 
goods and activities. If engineered and positioned at highly strategic nodes along the network, designed with utmost sensitivity to the immediate local context can, together 
with new metro lines and future developments, unlock new realms of opportunities. Being major starting and landing points for millions of commuters, this new piece of 
infrastructure can hold the ability to generate, harness and embrace new flows, and can also potentially be able to restructure the spatial arrangement of the city. 
Ways of achieving intermodality within cities can be endless. Exploration made within this thesis help generate and establish a new argument, of which Mumbai as one of the 
fastest growing economies in the world, needs to be a part of. 
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