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HE ' recent pgovernment
I decision lo invite foreign
capital for- building
alfordable housing is welcome
news for one primary reason,
that we have failed miserabl
in addressing the housing needs
of a vast majority, the limited
income groups. Our housin
institutions. and the platoon o
housing experts have not been
able to Eruvidf: any notable

model of how we should live as
a roup: in new wurban
conditions.

A_Dail Star editorial

(January 7) lauded the govern-
ment decision as significant
and sensible. The same edito-
rial also sounded five fair and
reasonable warnings. The Daily
Star pointed out that the low-
cost "flats” must not be sub-
standard, that the ownership
and transler rules must be regu-
larised, that areas and facilities
for common use must be prop-
erly managed. that there must
be a code for living in "flats”,
and that the housing complexes
need to be well conneeted with
the greater urban facilities.
These are all points which, if
not addressed well, may lead to
the deterioration of the hous-
ing. But, has enough been
pointed out here?

Housing is a key issue in any
developmental context. As the
Aga Khan, a leader in some
major architectural and devel-
opment initiatives, noted, "The
lack, and deterioration of hu-
man habitations, as economies
grow, urbanisation accelerates
and demographies explode, pose
some of the greatest practical
and ethical problems that de-
veloping countries face... In the
seamless web we call national
development, housing is only
one factor influencing the
quality of human life. But how
vital it is to health and human
safety. Still more fundamen-
tally, the state of a person's
home touches deep chords in
the human spirit.” Housing is
not just a numerical and fiscal
matter. the key issue is the hu-
man spirit.

The architecture of housing
does not imply "looks” as archi-
tecture. unfortunately, has
come to mean, but how spaces
[rooms) within the units of the
housing. and spaces that make
up the public domain are knit
together in a harmonious fab-
ric. And, eventually. how this
well-knit fabric is ’Knked with
the larger urban structure, to its
sireets, 1is various institutions
and resources, It is this set of re-
lationships that could affect the

human spirit — touch a chord or
diﬁru'pl it.

Fhere is a reciproeal rela-
lionship between housing vom-
Elexes and the-eity. On the one

and. a cily is made up ol the
aﬁ%m ation of housings. On the
other hand, the web ol spaces in
a housing reflects a miniature
city. How we define and frame
housing is how we see our cities,
and vice versa. One reason for
Dhaka's current chaotic condi-
tion is we have not been able to
create new and suitable residen-
tial models for the many differ-
ent communities that inhabit
it. There is either poor plan-
ning, or too much uncontrolled
growth.

It does not need an Amartya
Sen to tell us how the situation
is, and, by the way, he is abso-
lutely right in not recommend-
ing anyone to live in Dhaka,
including Gulshan or Banani.
The situation; by any standard,
is pretty grim.

We would then like to add a
sixth, in fact, a vital item to The
Daily Star list of concerns ;:
housing must be conceived as
enhancjn% the guality of life,
both the life of the immediate
dwellers and the life of the city.

The housing issue is two-fold
: numerical and environmental.
Numerical implies a statistical
conicern, something which is
fact-based. and understood by
most of us immediately. It in-
cludes issues like housing back-
log: how many people are mi-
grating to the city each year,
and how many dwelling units
are available through various
mechanisms — public, private,
or corporate. There is no doubt
a massive numerical urgency in
Dhaka; the total need is far
grealer than what is decently
available. However overwhelm-
ing and pressing the numbers
seem to be, this should not keep
out of focus something which is
generally not easily measurable
: the cultural, environmental,
or human side of the issue.

The key concern is : How can
the physical and spatial fabrie
of the housing enable the cul-
tural and collective life of the
inhabitants? This is often a
vague maltter; but it is the most
essential aspect of hosing.
There are innumerable exam-
ples from all over the world of
well-intentioned housing com-
plexes that were vandalized;
abandoned, or-altered because
it came in conflict with the so-
cielal and cultural values of the
inhabitants. A successful hous-
ing, for whatever income group
it may be (but specially for lim-
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Hou;ing is the Fabric of tl;e"C'ity

Housing is a matter too vast to be left with architects and planners, and too sensitive to be left alone with
statisticians.and politicians. Investment is a very fine idea, profit-making is alse fine, but let us not lose sight of
the quality of life in housing. The life of the city depends upon it.

ifted income groups), is one
where the physical fabric am-
plifies, and not inhibits. the so-
cial fabric, that is. the collec-
tive and community life, Num-
bers do not make housing, even-

tually it {s people and their life
that matters.

Charles Correa, t1ie eminemt
[ndian ‘architect. hus spoken
eloquently ini this regard about
the significarice of two things -

(1} the necessity of open-to-sky-
spaces in tropical conditions, a
necessity arising out of a social,
pragmatic, pslythulngical. and
evenl, spiritual reason, and (2)
the intricate. and often invisi-

Almost

ble. chain that is formed from
the inner sanctum of a house to
the public;, community space.,
EVEry community
makes a chain stretching from
the innermost private space to

Sheikh Sarai Housing, New Delhi. 1970 (Architect : Raj Rewal)

wal)

SR e

that gathering space that could
be the tree in the chowk, or the
court of a mosque. A variety of
open and semi-open spaces
form the rest of the chain. It
might include the veranda of a
house, or just the steps, the
neighbourhood street, the street
corner with a shop or two, the
elementa school with its
forecourt, the playground, etc.

The most important deci-
sion, however, is the selection
of the building type. It is not at
all useful to jump to the "flat”
type; the "flat” is just one of a
kind among many dwelling
types, including rowhouses,
semi-detached houses, or even
independent houses. All types
should be considered to see
what each offers in terms of the
nature of arrangement of
‘Tooms” in the unit, and what
impact each type can have on
the overall — social and spatial
— fabric of the housing. It is ex-
pected that many of the targeted
inhabitants of the lower in-
come group will have come
from rural areas, or will still be
maintaining a 'strong tie with
the villages. How to provide a
setting for their lives in an ur-
ban context?

There are a number of
strategies here. In most cases,
the primary success of a hous-
ing lies in the selection of
dwelling types, and how the
dwellings are arranged to create
a social and spatial fabric for a
particular group. The task of
the architect and the planner is
to make that crucial selection.

ain, in many cases, decisions
about types and the nature of
the fabric may be taken in close
conversation with the potential
inhabitants, A good example of
that is the work of the leg-
enidary Egyptian architect
Hasan Fathy.

It should be acknowledged
honestly that we have done
oorly in the area of large-scale
gﬂusing. public or affordable.
The low and limited income
groups have been completely
ignored in our housing visions,
whatever there is. Even the
public sector housing, catering
to government and corporation
eniployess has no exemplary
models. despite the undeniable
fact that quite a large number of
housing complexes have been
built all over Bangladesh in the
last twenty-five years, Azimpur
Housing. one of the earliest
models of mass housing in
Dhaka (1949), and others that
have followed it, are examples
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of wasteland, They are charac-
terized by a run-of-the-mill
Flﬂn where flals are stacked
ik.e pigeon-holes, and build-
inj3s are placed in barrack-like
formation- with no or little ar-
ticulation of public spaces.
Stach models have proven
t¢) be quite inadequate and
vnimaginative, yet are still
touted %y some of our planners,
é18 can be seen in such reincar-
Nations as the T&T Colony (and
éall such colonijes), the so-called
"Bailey Dump" housing, and
many others.

If we must learn from else-
'‘where how to handle numbers.
irom China or Singapore, or the
“Million Houses Programme" in
5ri Lanka, we must also look at
successiul examples of how to
address the quality of life in
housing. There are a number of
acclaimed housing projects in
our region, from those geared
towards limited income to mid-
dle-income groups. There is, for
example, the Aga Khan Award
winning low-income housin
project in Indore by Balkrishna
Doshi, the Angoori Bagh Hous-
ing in Karachi by Yasmeen Lari,
Raj Rewal's Asiad Village in
New Delhi, and the Shustar
Housing by the Iranian archi-
tect Kamran Diba. All the pro-
jects provide stancﬂlrd
dwellings, but more than that,
they speak about the intertwin-
ing of the spatial and social
fabrics. the enhancement of the
collective life, the strengthen-
ing of the economic life, and the
continuation and innovation of
tradition.

It might be profitable for the
government to set up a com-
mission to study different hous-
ing fabrics, to see what kind of
fabric offers what kind of spa-
tial and social matrix, popula-
tion density, growth potential,
common facilities, traditional
situations; etc. The result of the
study then could be recom-
mended to the decision-makers,
and to the investment and
building groups.

Housing is a matter too vast
to be left with architects and
Elanners. and too sensitive to

e left alone with statisticians
and politicians. Investment is a
very fine idea, profit-making is
also fipe. but let us not lose
sight of the quality of life in
housing. The life of the city de-

pends upon it.

. The author teaches and prac-
tices architecture, and writes on
architecture and culture, He is
currently with the University of
Pennsylvania in the USA.

Housing in the Coastal and Flood- prone Areas : Affordable Technologies

NTERNATIONAL housing ex-

perts at a recenlt (early Febru-

aryl seminar on "Affordable
Village Building Technologies :
From Research to Realisation”
discussed ways to devise low
cost. better and safer housing
for the rural poor.
" Analysing the peculiar situ-
ation ol Bangladesh that has
made it vulnerable to natural
hazards that kill people and de-
stroy houses; international ex-
perts: talked about ways and
means {o extend the longevity
ol existing rural and coastal
houses and make them more
resistant to flood, eyelone and
earthquake.

In recent times, natural dis-
asters have been causing enor-
mous loss of lives and property,
resulting in colossal damage to
the economy. In earlier times,
the terms 'matural hazard' and
‘natural disaster’ were used al-
most synonymously. But during
the last few yvears a clear dis-
tinction has gradually emerged
between the two. A natural haz-
ard is a "nmatural phenomenon
or a combination of phenomena
which affect people or physical
assets while a natural disaster
is an event sudden or pro-
gressive which impacts with
such severity that the affected
community has to respond with
exceptional measures.” While it
1s extremely difficult to reduce
natural hazards, developments
in science and technology have
made it possible to reduce the
impact of natural hazards.
Global efforts are now under-
way Lo mitigate the loss due to
natural disasters; One such
plan was originally proposed by
Dr Frank Press but later on it
was adopled by the UN General
assembly in 1987 under the
aegis of IDNDR (International
Decade for Natural Disaster Re-
duction).

More than any other places
in the world. the housing situa-
tion in Bangladesh presents a
bleak picture. According o the
1991 housing census, the back-
log in housing was 3.1 million
units with 2.15 million units in
rural areas and 0.95 million
units in_urban areas:. By the
year 2000. the housing shortage
is likely to exceed five million
mark. If one takes into account
the replacement needs of the
most ordinary type to thatched
houses the target will be much
more. About 90 per cent of
dwellings in rural areas and
about 80 per cent in urban areas
are non-durable which implies
that even if they were not sub-
jected to extreme natural haz-
ards; they would have to be re-
placed within 10-15 years,

Bangladesh is fortunate that
by sheer God's grace no major

earthquake has hit this country
during the last 78 years. But the
last major earthquake that hit
Srimongal in Sylhet with its
epicentre in Bangladesh caused

extensive damages to houses far .

up to Kishoreganj. A review of
the damage statistics of the
great Indian earthquake in
1897 shows that most of the
brick masonry buildings in
Dhaka collapsed or sustained
major damage. Bul the effects of
siinilar earthquake on the city
[which has now a population 65
times more than in 1897%7) would
be catastrophic now. Moreover,
many of these buildings are
now on fills, with a possibility
of ground failure during earth-
quake. The traditional light
weight low rise buildings in the
north-east part of the country
with timber frame and thin
bamboo mat walling had excel-
lent earthquake resistance but
these are being replaced by
multistoried brick masonry
with RC floors and roofs which
are extremely wvulnerable to
earthquake damage. Although
all sectors ol the economy are
affected by natural disasters,
destruction of infrastructure
constitutes one of the major
components of this loss.

Natural hazards in
Bangladesh

Bangladesh, one of the most
disaster-prone countries in the
world is subjected to hazards
like tornadoes/thunderstorms,
or tropical cyclones accompa-
nied by slorm surges, river
floods, river erosion and earth-
quakes. Precisely known to all
by now, that buildings which
are designed as well as super-
vised by competent engineers
and termed as "engineered
buildings" are governed b
building codes which spﬂcigr
the loads and the design
methodology and the details to
be followed to enable the struc-
ture to resist the onslaught of
natural hazards. But in
Bangladesh such efforts have
only recently been initiated and
that also in only some select
urban areas. Most of the exist-
ing housing and also houses
now being built {1 rural areas
are non-engineered i.e. they
lack the benefit of being de-
signed and supervised by quali-
fied engineers. These houses
mostly designed and built by

owners are extremely vulnera-
ble to natural hazards. Speak-
ers.in the seminar mostly dwelt
on directing efforts in reducing
the vulnerability of these non-
engineered constructions
against extreme winds, floods,
storm surges and river erosion.
Experiences of other countries
suggest that post-disaster re-

construction provides an excel-
lent opportunity for introduc-
ing improvemerits in housing
technology. Following the 1985
typhoon in Tenga, lew thou-
sand houses were built by using
the help of BRE, UK: Happily.
these construclions restilied in
a- dramatic improvement in
building practices in the island.

Experts sugpest that the oh-
vious measure which may be
adopted for Nood-prone areas
like Bangladesh is to raise the
floor level abhove the level of
floodwater. This may be
achieved by either raising the
level of ground on which the
building resis or by building
structure on stilts or construct-
ing floating houses with floor
level rising along with the flood
water. However, raising Lhe
whole village above the flood
level by earth filling may not
appear feasible under thie pre-
vailing socio-economic condi-
tions. but buildings on stilts are
quite commeon in the coastal
areas as well as along the river
banks. It mayv be mentioned
that "permatent™ "emergency
shelter-cum-roofing’ unit par-
ticularly designed as disaster
preparedness hardware for use
in the cyelone high risk areas
by AIDECOM with Lhe approval
of the Governmenl of
Bangladesh appear to be ideal
for disaster preparedness be-
cause of long life and effective
use in all situations. 1 offers a
good value Ilor money [Tk
14,000 for ten persons with 10
different uses),

In the choice for materials
used in low cost housing in ru-
ral areas of Bangladesh bamboo
features most prominently. be-
cause it is the cheapest and
most easily transported mate-
rial, Houses made of bamboo
can be extended easilv wlien
more morney is available later
and as such it is the choice of
those on the lowest incomes:
Bamboo price in recentl times
has shol up because of dimin-
ishing supply mostly exacer-
bated by rising demand as well
as due to natural hazards like
flood and unusual monsoon
rains and population hoom
causing depleting of the re-

source. Precisely known to all.
bamboo can't grow on water-
logged land and needs a well-
drained site. Despite the fact
that structural forms practised
earlier represent generations of
experience: ol living in
Bangladesh's hazard prone en-
vironment, the coping mecha-
nisms of previous genierations
are not so effective now since
the pressure on the production
potential of the land has caused
the price of basic materials to
rise faster than other prices.

by Md Asadullah Khan
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Thus each disaster reduces a
family's capital and mereases
its vilnerability to future haz-
ards. Increasing the resistance
capability ol housing could help
stem or reverse Lhe trend. Poor
quality bambod framing is li-
able to be associated with walls
made of bamboo-mat or jute
stick: panels- which not only
have poor durability but also

limited protection against
monsocon rains, Bamboo has
other shortcommgs. t is vul-
nerable 1o borer attack and has
poor resistance 1o rolling.
Experts addlzssing the sem-
inar referred o improvements
in the raral hwasing, 1'he pro-
posed hoprovements in frame
sugpester] by the experts call for
treatment ol bamhoo @gainst

borer attack, treatment of poles
against rotting in the ground.
better anchoring of poles into
Lhe ground, inclusion of cross-
bracing and substituting gal-
vanised wire binding for jute
rope. ,

Dr Hodgson of the Univer-
sity of Exeter reported in the
senunar thal his team has been
able to develop some strength-
ening lechniques that can be

incorporated into a kutcha

house for an increase in cost
that will not go beyond 8 per
Cent. As '‘an experiment they
have found that a bit expensive
‘ehar-chala" (hipped]) cgi
(corrugated galvanised iron)
roof could be cheaper over 25
years since it is more or less
niaintenance free than the cost
of replacing a cheap thatched
roof every two or three Years.
Precisely true, mud wall
Housing is still the poor man's
choice because of so many ad-
vantages. Because cohesive mud
can be procured from ponds or
river banks: By paying a little
tranisportation cost or price of
labour, the mud itself can be ob-
tained [ree of cost. Thus people
who have access to suitable
mud on ' their land can opl for
imore durable mud walling. Dr J
R Choudhury, keynote speaker
in the seminar, suggested that a
BUET" Civil Engineering De-
partinent project for such hous-
ing developed in 1979 used
kerosene and asphalt in the ra-
tio 1: 1 and expenditure involved
was allordable by the poorest
section of the country. With 740
gms of the components used per
sq meter in the suggested
construction the cost rose up to
Tk 28.00 per 100 sq ft which is
affordable by even the poorest
section of the population in the
countryside ol Bangladesh. The
result; the experimental
structure proved to be durable
against natural hazards.
Prolessor J R Choudhury
further explained that the coun-
ll?' has, at present, a shorifall
of 3.5 million rural housing
units and the country's popula-
tion which s likely to reach
170 million by 2020 out of
which 110 million would be
spread in the rural areas, the
shortfall would be more acute.
Prol Choudhury added that re-
search findings of his team
found that most houses in rural
areas did nol last over 10 years
evert without any natural haz-
ards and the longevity of these
heuses could be raised up to 20
veirs with a little cost and addi-
tionl of materials as mentioned
earlier. Dr Choudhury further
claborated that mud walls can
be made more resistant to flood
waler by using polythene and
straw- and an asphalt and

kerosene coat. He observed that
there were still impediments to
dissemination of these research
findings because of total lack of
media (TV) coverage and he

urged the ?_Fencies concerned .

for taking effective measures in
motivating people to follow
these technologies taking into
consideration the durability
and afford ability they promise.

In -analysing the housing
Bractice in' Bangladesh, it'has

een found that majority of the
houses in the hazard prone
zones of Bangladesh fall under
the category of non-engineered
structures. All these traditional
self-built hnusin% for the poor-
est class of people mostly with
thatched roofs are not covered
by any code. They exhibit little
or no resistance to extreme
winds, Collapse of this catego
is responsible for such mlussg
loss of lives and injury during
cyclone or storm. Dr Choud-
hurfv suggested that to sustain
cyclonic storms and tidal
surges houses can be built on
concrete columns in coastal ar-
eas where about seven million
people live. _

tructures in these areas

should be sited with trees so as
to protect each other. Clustering
achieves a degree of mutual pro-
tection that linear layouts do
not. Frame could be improved
with the inclusion of cross-
bracings. Frame members that
are normally lashed with jute
rope could be substituted with
galvanised wire nails and open-
ings can be improved by placin
door in the centre of the wa
and placing a small window
opening in the rear will. Roof
system can be improved by in-
creasing the pitch of the roof to
between 30 and 40 degrees, tying
down the thatch and arranging
improved for cgi sheet.

It was revealed in the semi-
nar that factors such as siting,
design, construction mElhﬂES
and materials constitute a
strong influence on the vulner-
ability of housing in the coun-
try side. Dr Choudhury indi-
cated that simple guidelines
have been proposed for use by
non-technical people and pre-
sented in a booklet titled: "43
rules — How Houses Can Better
Reslst High Wind" (NBS 1977).
By following these guidelines, it
should be possible to reduce
significantly the damage to
housing due to natural causes
leading to a reduction in loss of
human lives and property dur-
ing calamity. Sadly true, the
fruits of Research and Devel-
opment are not being trans-
ferred to the field. Most people
in the rural or coastal areas’ de-
signing and building houses for
themselves have no access to

these booklets. This calls for
bridging the gap by transferring

“téchnology ‘to the people. The

Keynote speaker urged the gov-
ermment to take up the follow-
ing steps: '

1) Translating the guidelines
into Bangla with some modifi-
cations to suit the conditions in
Bangladesh.

(ii) Training of trainees ma
be arranged by BUET and HB
(House Building Research Insti-
tute] with NGOs involved in
housing and banks providing
micro-credit for housing.

(iii) Training programmes
for artisans (masons, carpen-
ters and other building related
technicians). These may be or-
ganised by NGOs.

(iv] Use of mass media (e. g.
TV) to demonstrate good prac-
tices.

Evidently, in spite of the fact
that government policy envis-

es soft loans for construction
of low cost houses in coastal ar-
eas with monitoring by the lo-
cal bodies, hardly any action
has been taken so far. Professor
J R Choudhury mentioned in
his s that a design for ru-
ral housing developed by
Grameen Bank after the devas-
tating flood of 1987 could still
be followed with some modifi-
cations. .It is worth mentioning
that the "Four Pillar Technil-
ogy” that the Grameen Bank in-
troduced in their "basic housing
programme” could prove to be
safer, durable and resistant to
natural disasters like flood and
high wind. With little mainte-
nance cost this fit-for-all
weather structure can be shifted
from one place to another dur-
ing flood and disaster. The
structural components com-
prise four feinforced concrete
pillars on brick foundations at
the corners of the house and six
intermediary bamboo posts
with bamboo tie beams, wooden
rafters and purlins supporting
corrugated iron roofing sheets.

Speaking on the occasion,
BUET Vice-chancellor Profes-
sor Nooruddin Ahmed stressed
the need for such joint collabo-
ration for establishing co-ordi-
nating bodies. The Vice-Chan-
cellor expressed optimism that
the link between BUET and the
University of Exeter could pro-
vide the nucleus of such a body.
The VC expressed his satisfac-
tion over the pace of research
activities in BUET in findin
various simple, effective an
low cost technologies for
strengthening non-engineered
housing structures for fighti
natural hazard and disasters
that have been takinﬁ a heavy
toll of human lives livestock
and property in the country
year after year.
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