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Introduction 

Dhaka, the capital of Bangladesh, has grown from a 
small trading centre to a metropolis. In the process of 
growth, shifts in importance of sub-areas have 
occurred, but the old part of the city has never really 
lost its importance. Despite the loss of official and 
political patronage Old Dhaka has continually 
adjusted to its new role. It serves important economic, 
social and cultural functions not only for the whole 
city but for the hinterland as well. Notwithstanding its 
importance, Old Dhaka conjures up images of 
squalor, filth, deteriorating structures, inadequate 
services and congestion of all kinds. Deterioration 
continues unabated. 

Need for redevelopment 

Apparently appalled by the deplorable state, public 
officials, politicians and even conscientious citizens 
assert the need for action, but there is an absence of 
clear policy or direction to be followed. The critical 
questions of redevelopment as to 'how', 'where' and 
'to what purpose' remain unresolved. 

Nature of redevelopment 

To the satisfaction of 'physical determinists' and the 
consternation of 'conservationists' some recommen
dations of the Master Plan are being implemented in 
Old Dhaka. Most officials and politicians are firmly 
wedded to the belief that physical ordering is the 
panacea to all urban ills. A 'good' environment (if 
ever the jUdgement is value free) is no doubt, an asset 
but by no means the only one necessary for a good life: 

physical environment alone, has little effect on 
human behaviour or welfare. Can we seriously expect 
that the position of a wall is going to make us happy 
rather than unhappy!. 

The problems of Old Dhaka are rooted in social, 

economic, political and administrative complexity. 
They can hardly be corrected by 'surface scratching' 
in the name of physical ordering. Programmes and 
projects for redeveloping must be framed; 

... keeping the needs of the ultimate "client" in mind. 
Prescriptions that violate the social, cultural, political 
and organisational traditions, simply will not work2 • 

Unfortunately most literature on urban development 
and redevelopment in Bangladesh advocates physical 
solutions alone. Little is the realisation that it is the 
so-called 'unplanned' environment that has given 
Dhaka its sustenance from time immemorial Old 
Dhaka has an innate character and strength similar to 
that found by Fonseca in Old Delhi3 . The excite
ment and life found in Old Dhaka are to a great extent 
due to the cheerful chaos randomly built into it. The 
fact that Old Dhaka still serves vital social and 
economic functions tells of the vitality and strength of 
the culture that produced it. 

Cities which do not conform to western concepts of 
design and planning are not aberrations It is the 
circumstances, culture, society, politics and economy, 
of their origin and growth that make them different. 
They are in no way obsolete. Such cities have to be 
understood and evaluated in terms different from 
those used in other cultures. There is more to a city 
than the eyes can see or the ears can hear. The 
dynamic elements of movement, activities, culture 
and life-styles are as integral to the composition of the 
city as are the physical elements. Cities cannot be 
studied on a preconceived notion of adequacy and 
standards. Time, culture and context have to be 
recognised How else can the difference in 
morphology of occidental, middle eastern or oriental 
cities be explained? Cities are products of unique 
situations of their origin. Cities are not only physical 
but social, cultural, economic and political entities as 
well. It is in this sense that Christopher Alexander has 
equated city planning to 'design of culture'. Old 
Dhaka has its own culture, tradition and problems, all 
peculiarly its own. Its transformation into the illusive 
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and not too clear phenomenon called, 'modern' is as 
unrealistic as the attainment of Utopia. 

How do we improve and preserve the services, 
activities and structures that give life and character to 
the community and at the same time control them 
sufficiently to maintain the social fabric of the en
vironment? A rigid 'master plan' or an 'urban 
renewal' programme cannot serve the purpose of 
urban design in which change and growth are essential 
determinants of order Urban design cannot be 'form' 
alone Social and cultural commitments must precede 
the design process without concern for the technique 
or shapes through which the community may finally 
be translated into physical entity Environments are 
products of a dynamic order. 

Technology with its accompanying complexities, in
creasing knowledge and lagging wisdom casts great 
doubts on our ability to comprehend the destiny of a 
community In the face of such dynamism can we 
synthesize all the dimensions of change, predict, and 
design the future? Perhaps there are architects and 
urban planners who lay claims to a clear vision of the 
future. Such confidence, however, has failed to 
produce 'desirable results'. Paul Rudolph's comment 
says it all: 

The 20th century has not built great cities (not even 
workable ones) but the idea of recreating the 
monuments ofthe past will not solve any problems at 
all, not even aesthetic ones4 

Master plan for the future have let us down Evidence 
is not hard to come by The adverse effects of the 
Master Plan for Aleppo in Syria are well documented 
as being disruptive of the community fabric and links 
with the pasts. Contextually speaking 'physical' 
solutions to problems rooted in the dynamics of socio
cultural growth and change can only bring misery and 
hardship to the community. They seem efficient in 
prospect but prove ineffective in retrospect. The 
social, economic and human costs of such actions are 
much too extensive to be ignored: 

. for the people involved, urban renewal is no rosy 
dream It is a hair-raising, long-drawn out nightmare, 
disrupting home and community6. 

Urban redevelopment cannot be premised on the 
assumption that communities of urban poor are 
cancerous growth on the social body The problems 
lie in poverty Physical environment is important but 
less pressing than job security, work satisfaction, 
adequate income, family life, avoidance of social 
isolation, peace of mind or social mobility? Social, 
economic and urban planning are different aspects of 
the same story. 

If preservation of community is our aim, links with 
the past our dream, and conservation our tool, then 
Old Dhaka can reassert itself in word and spirit as a 
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city precinct, truly pleasant, humane and proud of its 
heritage 

Conservation 

Conservation is not used here in a narrow sense 
to describe redevelopment of older areas of cities 
and towns by a process of rebuilding, preservation 
and adaptive use of old buildings The wider context 
of the term includes the conservation of life-style, 
community relationship, man-made and natural 
environment and the sustainable utilisation of 
resources This is not to be construed as an advocacy 
of maintaining the status quo, but as letting the 
community adjust to changes on its own, with 
minimum necessary external intervention. 

Perceived problems of Old Dhaka 

The problems of Old Dhaka as perceived by the users, 
community leaders and trained experts match closely 
with what is obvious to an unobtrusive observer 
There are some points of deviation This may be 
assigned more to lack of exposure to the planning 
process than to ignorance or apathy. The problems of 
Old Dhaka are: 

a) Inadequate Services: 
The population of Old Dhaka has increased enor
mously but there has not been a commensurate 
increase and improvement in the public service 
delivery About 42% of the premises in Old Dhaka 
have no sewer connections 8 Pit and service latrines 
are common. Though Dhaka Municipal Corporation 
is responsible for the maintenance of the latrines, 
they are ill-serviced. Most surface drains are in a bad 
state of repair and maintenance. Clogged drains with 
stagnant water is a rule not an exception. Most low 
income groups depend on public standpipes, while 
high and medium income groups have piped water in 
their pre)l1ises. Bathing and washing in dirty, filthy 
water is common The streets are mostly dark at night. 
Garbage is strewn all over - into sewer pipes through 
open manholes; into surface drains and the river; and 
even on the streets. 

b) Congestion 
Traffic: Streets designed for horse carriages, elephants 
and foot traffic are now being used by pushcarts, 
rickshaws, cars and trucks as well as pedestrians. 
Public transportation is under-developed and mal
administered. Traffic jams in Old Dhaka are a way of 
life. The narrow, tortuous roads and alleys are further 
constricted by public standpipes, hawkers and spill
over of business onto the streets. Pavements are 
literally absent. To be a pedestrian in these parts is a 
precarious experience 



Structures and People The residential density of Old 
Dhaka is 313 persons to an acre9

• If the number of 
people working in the area is included the gross 
density will be much higher A conservative estimate 
of person-room ratio is 7.5 in the residential quarters 
of Old Dhaka10 Most of the structures stand 
shoulder to shoulder without the minimum of open space 
necessary for light and air The area seems very dense in 
terms of population and buildings but this is more 
apparent than real. The average FAR in Chawk Bazaar 
was found to be only 0.8511 . Old Dhaka lacks open 
spaces and parks. There are only 17 acres of open 
space for over 6,000,000 people. These too are being 
impinged upon by hawkers and unscrupulous groups 
of individuals. 
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c) Deteriorating Structures: 
Old Dhaka has an intimate mix of uses and build
ing types Permanent, Semi-permanent, Temporary 
structures and Jhupris stand side by side*. On an 

* Permanent: Walls of burnt bricks, cement or stone and 
roofs of reinforced bricks, concrete, tiles or asbestos sheets 
Semi-permanent: Walls as in permanent structure, but 
roofs of galvanised iron sheets (GIS) and timber 
Temporary: Walls and roofs of materials such as unbuilt 
bricks, bamboo, grass reeds or thatches 
Jhupri: Squatter huts usually made of reeds, thatches or 
even scraps 
Source: Bangladesh Housing Census, 1984. 
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average 71 % of the structures are given to residential 
use, 17% to commercial and the rest to other uses. 
Of the structures 45% are permanent Generally 
structures along major thoroughfares have a predo
minance of commercial use. The taller and permanent 
buildings tend to cluster along transportation arteries. 
Permanent structures vary from one to three with 
occasional four, five or even six-storeyed buildings 
The distribution of use and building typology are 
conclusive evidence that most commercial 'uses are 
housed in permanent buildings. 

Old buildings in dilapidated condition and very bad 
state of repair are still in use. Deaths from building 
collapse are known to occur. Old Dhaka is replete 
with buildings of great architectural beauty, his
torical, religious and cultural significance. They are 
an eloquent testimony to our history, culture and 
tradition. In more ways than one these buildings are 
'image' of the past with which people still identify Old 
Dhaka. Sadly enough much has been lost and if the 
present conditions persist many of these structures 
will be lost forever. 
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Recommendation 

Old Dhaka represents a vibrant environment in the 
process of dilapidation and decay. It is neither self
evident that redevelopment programme should follow 
community desires nor that activities of Old Dhaka be 
completely disrupted to fit in what architects or urban 
designers may believe to be the inevitable future. A 
balance between the two points of view based on the 
past and partly on future prospects would appear to 
offer a viable policy to be adopted in the present. 

Spontaneous construction 

Cities are in a continuous process of change. With or 
without government intervention changes in use, 
renovation and rebuilding takes place. This is the 
original and the most normal form of redevelopment. 
The owner at an opportune moment undertakes the 
action himself This is still the case everywhere. Old 
Dhaka is no exception The trend however, presents 
a paradox, it is both encouraging in the sense that 
private initiative and capital are being used for 
redevelopment, but unfortunate because 

There is little evidence in the history of land 
development that the private decision maker, left 
to his own devices, can be trusted to act in the public 
interestl 2 • 

Private redevelopment efforts have created pockets of 
intensive activity and density leading the way for 
other sub-areas of similar potentials to follow suit. 
Such actions erode open spaces, neglect community 
needs, destroy historic environments, disrupt tradi
tional, functional and physical linkages not to 
mention the exacerbation of the existing problems. 

Bangladesh, a land hungry country, cannot afford the 
luxury of considering property owner's freedom to 
build as being innate and inviolable. The right to 
build is designated Steps have to be taken to: 

a) Formulate and enforce controls and regulations 
which encourage redevelopment responsive to com
munity needs and conducive to the promotion of a 
viable environment. Essential as the tool of controls 
are, caution must be exercised. Both the carrot and the 
stick must be used. Over zealous controls stifle 
creativity and initiatives which we seek to encourage 
and guide. 

b) Prepare a register of buildings of architectural, 
historic, religious or cultural interest and assure their 
continued use and maintenance through adaptive use, 
such as community centres, libraries or offices. 

c) Prepare a list of buildings in extreme dilapidated 
conditions which pose a danger to safety of the 
inhabitants. These buildings should be demolished 
without delay. 
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Congestion and density 

It is widely accepted that judgement on density and 
congestion is not value free. For the moment they may 
surface as problems but given the bleak alternative; 
the poverty of people and government, and the 
dynamics of social change, community perception 
may change for the better. Old Dhaka still has a 
density below many Asian cities. Congestion per se is 
not a problem, but a manifestation of poor manage
ment. Widening roads or relieving population 
pressure may temporarily ease the conscience, but 
may not cure the disease. Huge investment alone 
cannot ensure enhanced quality of life. Attention to 
small things coupled with imagination may sub
stantially enhance vitality and strength of old 
areas without necessitating huge capital outlays. A 
series of low-cost improvements may bring greater 
benefit to more people at lesser cost than would a few 
well-intentioned high investment projects13. 

The economic climate and lack of political com 
mitment make it necessary to achieve urban 
redevelopment and improve people's everyday 
environment by means which must be economic in use 
of resources and sustainable and less disruptive of 
communities. Low cost improvement to the outdoor 
environment fit the circumstances of Old Dhaka. 
They have the advantage of flexibility and can easily 
be tailored to suit local needs. They can be intro
duced on an experimental basis and withdrawn if 
not found to work. Low cost improvements are 
a sustainable programme aimed at continuous 
enhancement of the quality of urban life. The role of 
an architect, urban designer or the planning agency in 
such programmes will be guidance and co-ordination. 
The ward committees and citizens should be 
encouraged to participate in planning, imple
mentation and maintenance of such improvements 
With proper motivation the local organisations can 
pool their financial and human resources to improve 
their environment. The focus here is on outdoor 
environment, the open spaces, the street and alleys. 

a) Open spaces, parks and playgrounds are essential 
to the life of a community. Resource constraints and 
high value of land make it virtually impossible to 
provide more spaces in the near or distant future. As 
an alternative the existing open spaces can be 
improved, if necessary landscaped. There are small 
alleys and roads which are seldom used by vehicles. 
These roads and alleys can be closed to vehicles, land
scaped and converted to beautiful parks to the benefit 
of everyone. 

b) Roadside standpipes and garbage bins are 
hindrances to circulation. They can be recessed in 
nooks and corners. It should not be difficult to find 
such spaces. The present condition is a result of 
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indifference and thoughtlessness of the concerned 
officials. 

c) Traffic congestion is an off-shoot of lack of 
management. Area licensing, separation of traffic by 
modes and direction, and strict adherence to traffic 
rules should improve Old Dhaka considerably. Even 
in places of high car ownership pedestrian circulation 
is emphasised, but in Old Dhaka, where a large 
number of the population walks, pavements do not 
exist. Investigation into creation of pedestrian malls 
may be worthwhile experience. 

Public utilities and services 

Provision of adequate public utilities and services is 
generally expensive. Even developed countries are 
finding it hard to cater to the increasing demands. A 
comprehensive plan for water supply and sewerage of 
Dhaka was shelved in the 1960s not because of 
technical faults but because of high cost 14. Viewed 
from a wider perspective it is evident that inadequate 
services are chronic to Dhaka as a whole. An 
adequately serviced Old Dhaka may remain a dream, 
but there is scope for improvement. Instead of 
aspiring towards attainment of an idealised state of 
services, appropriate solution may be designed and 
innovative management tools tried out. Even 
relatively primitive methods of waste disposal and 
water supply, ifproperJy established, maintained and 
monitored can bring benefits to the community. 

Conclusion 

Where constraints are many and competing demands 
on finance numerous, ingenuity, imagination and 
creativity are our only hope. In the absence of basic 
necessities of life idealised dreams of the future are a 
luxury. We have to come to terms with reality. The 
architectural profession is in a uniqiIe position to 
spread the message of conservation. We can further 
the cause of sustainable environment by being 
economic in the use of resources and by conservation 
of both natural and man-made features. The interest 
in conservation must be kindled and upheld. Unless 
this is done by local and national administration, by 
the people and interested organisations, future 
generations will only learn about old cities through 
books and documents. Lost forever will be our link 
with the past, our tradition, culture and heritage. 
Preserving and improving on what we have is the key 
to a viable future for old cities and communities. 
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