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hours of waiting

business peop

HE traffic situation in Dhaka city is deplorable,

worsening at the rate of (they say) 100 new cars on

the road per day, is an understatement. In reality,
it now takes over two hours to get from, say, Gulshan 2 to
Dhanmandi Russel Square. That is what | experienced
last week. I was not walking for sure. There are of course
worse scenarios and every one has a tale to tell, what with
atthe end ofalong tail. _

The reasons for the awful circumstances which have

developed over the past decades, not suitably tackled by
successive governments, include the city having
required road area, encroachment of available roads by
le and residents, rampan
traffic rules, illegal conversion of basement and other
. parking area, manual control of traffic when electronic
* lights are in place and working, inability of traffic police
to employ punitive measures againsterrantdrivers.
l In view of the above sufferings to the common man,
the government, over the last few years and more so the
past few months, has delved into the matter, drawn up
mega plans, conducted years of studies, and now stepped
forward to implement different forms of mass rapid
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A nation should never stop to think

transit (MRT).

The common conception, and the line the government
has chosen based on extensive research and brainstorm-
ing, is that Dhaka will have underground and above-
ground conveyors to move people within and through
the city, one of the largest by population in the world.

This is where Urban Planner Dr. Mohammad Shakil
Akther steps in with an alternative idea countering the

common belief.

Considering that the MRT will have to be achieved ata
huge cost, and many years of undertaking, every opinion
is valuable, even if some may be rejected after analysis.

The positive in the negative bearing of today's piece is
that some of the thoughts may yet be incorporated in the

final plan.

A nation should never stop to think, even if a decision

has been made.

The author is Consultant 1o the Editor on Urban Issues, and National Commissioner,

Bangladesh Scouts

A big no to flyover and subway in Dhaka

DR. MOHAMMAD SHAKIL
AKTHER

ES, you are reading it

right, though general

knowledge and com-
mon sense lead us to the oppo-
site and that is the problem.
Transport planning and man-
agement is not general knowl-
edge and common sense. Itisa
complex multi-disciplinary
science and need scientific
research to solve the prob-
lems. Since early 1990s several
studies (Dhaka Integrated
Transport Study, DITS; Dhaka
Urban Transport Plan, DUTP
and Strategic Transport Plan
for Dhaka, STP) were taken by
government to solve the traffic

problem in Dhaka. The latest

in the line is conwouersial i

Strategic Transport Plan pre- .
pared and accepted by gov-
ernment despite vigorous
opposition from professionals
and civil society. Interestingly
data of STP does not even
support flyovers and subway
in Dhaka.

The National Land Transport
Policy which was adopted in
2004 also does not support
flyover and subway. In section
nine (Policies for Dhaka) of the
policy it was stated that bus
service and pedestrian would
be prioritized and commuter
rail would be introduced. On
the issue of Mass Transit (sub-
way, elevated expressways) it
suggested for studies before
planning and implementa-
tion. STP is one of those stud-
ies. Before going into detail let
us check some facts on Dhaka
transport (Tables 1-3). Some
important information we
could derive from these tables.
For example, 46% of the trips
are for 'other' purpose (Table
1). Though the term ‘other’ is
not clearly defined, one could
easily conclude that a good
percentage of these trips are
for shopping and incidentally
the average length of these
trips is longest (Table 2). The
important trip for education is
short distance (almost
walkable and easily non-
motorized able).

Table 3 is not from STP. but
from DUTP as no such data
regarding road space is pro-
vided in STP documents.
Some important information
could be deducted from this
table. It shows a little over 3%
(around 9% of vehicular traf-
fic) is performed by cars
though it occupies almost 40%
of total road space. Bus and
rickshaw occupied around 7%
and 41% of road space carry-
ing more than 28% and 53% of
traffic. This clearly shows that

car is the source of congestion,
not bus and certainly not
rickshaw. On the other hand
these two are helping to ease
congestion. So flyover would
eradicate traffic problem is
not based on fact; rather there
is high probability that it
would increase congestion.
For example, to eradicate
traffic congestion in Bangkok
Thai government imple-
mented an ambitious plan of
series of flyovers with metro
(consisting of underground
and elevated rail) in and
around Bangkok in the early
1990s. However it did not
eradicate problem instead it
encouraged people to buy
more car. In boom period 1000
cars were added daily in
Bangkok traffic and now
Eonfes’ﬁoﬁ of 1980s if return-
ingto Bangkok.

Now let us check with the
strategies of STP 1o manage
transportin Dhaka City. Under
three strategies STP consid-
ered ten options (Table 4 for
detail) to solve the traffic
problems of Dhaka.

All the options (except the
base) assumed that circular
water way around Dhaka city
would be completed and there

BRT dependent and for full
metro 50 km of metro (in three
lines) is proposed. But in
partial case 175 km BRT but 30
km of metro (in two lines) is
proposed.

The options were com-
pared using eight objective
functions including cost and
eight subjective functions
including affordability and
social and economic develop-
ment. The consultants con-
cluded that alternative la is
the best followed by alterna-
tive 2a and alternative 3d is the
worst, Alternative la and 2a
not only score high overall but
also scored highest or second
highest score in most of the
criteria. These two alterna-
tives propose neither subway
nor flyover. However when the
deciston time came the toni-
sultants first claim “As a final
comment, however, ulti-
mately it is the people of
Bangladesh, and Dhaka in
particular, through their
elected representatives, and
not the study Consultants
alone, who must decide what
is the right strategy for the
Strategic Transportation
Plan.”

However, immediately
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would be major improvement
in the railway system which
would cost an estimated US$
40 million and USS$ one billion
respectively over 20 years.
Before going further let me
explain the options briefly.
Under base option it was
assumed that the present
scenario would continue with
the existing projects which are
at different stages of planning.
There are 13 such projects and
it was identified as Roads.
Under Roads+, 29 new roads
were proposed in addition to
those 13. Under Roads++, 37
new roads were proposed in
addition to those 13 in Roads.
In Roads+++, 10 elevated
expressways (so called flyover)
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government decision on
flyover and subway shows
that government chooses
either alternative 3b or alter-
native 3¢, worst of the pro-
posals in terms of cost and
second and third worst over-
all. The cost in either of these
is more than double of the
best two alternatives (See
Table 5 for cost comparison).
[ would let the reader decide
why government (or in this
case ministry of communica-
tion) is pursuing these expen-
sive projects.

All over the world there is
growing consensus against
flyovers. Flyovers are not only
eye sore but also failed to curb
traffic congestion. In Seoul
and Tokyo flyovers have been
dismantled or in the process of
dismantling. Flyover does not
decrease congestion but
increase congestion. They are
bad for business, decrease real
estate value in the locality.
There is growing consensus
among transport planners
that demand management is
better solution than increased
supply. Building flyover is
supply solution and it would
create its own demand. Some
experts are claiming that
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after that they recommend
alternative 2b as the solution
of transport problem in
Dhaka which is a combina-
tion of BRT and subway.
Interestingly even alternative
2b does not propose any
flyover. The best two alterna-
tives were discarded by the
STP consultants on the lame
excuse that one of them does
not fulfill the need for
improved road system (alter-
native 2a, no explanation was
provided how it did not or
whether there is a need) and
the other (alternative 1a) was
discarded on the premise that
it lacks good road package
(again fail to mention why
good road package is needed

Bogota went from this to

W

Dhaka is suffering so much
congestion because less than
25% of land is occupied by
road. But there is no scientific
basis on this. London and
many major European Cities
have less than 15% of land as
road space but these cities do
not suffer congestion. On the
other hand Los Angles has
more than 30% land as road
space but it is considered as
one of the most grid-locked
city of the world. So the excuse
of increased share of road as a
percentage of land space by
building flyover is lame and
notjustified.

Now let us check about
some hard truth on metro. It
has been already proven by
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this in three years

Bangkok, Thai government
has to buy out private entre-
preneurs to save it from bank-
ruptcy; in Kualalampur, it has
been placed under ministry of
finance because continuous
subsidy was making its parent
company Malaysian Railway
bankrupt. Sydney reintro-
duced tram instead of expand-
ing subway. Even in Kolkata it
IS operating much below its
design capacity to keep the
lossat manageable level.

But even after this if policy
makers want to have flyovers
and subway then as a con-
cerned citizen tax payer|have
every right to ask and of gov-
ernment’'s motive.

So is there anyway we could
get out of this unbearable
congestion? Of course, there
is. But for"this government
need to take some drastic
actions. The long term solu-
tion is to decentralize so that
people do not need to come to
Dhaka. In short term we have
to take radical measures to
control use of cars and land in
Dhaka and we have to intro-
duce Bus Rapid Transit and
promote non-motorized
transport.

As mentioned earlier bus
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(TransMilenio) can carry
35000 riders per hour per
direction which is comparable
with any medium size metro.
The otheradvantages of BRT is
its cheap fare and relative shot
time of construction. Even
after massive subsidy, it would
be difficult to provide a fare
less than 0.50 (point five) US$
per km for metro while in
Bogotd a single fare (unlimited
length) cost less than 0.40
(pointfour) USS.

It took Kolkata around 25
years to build its metro;
though that is an extreme
one, even the quickest (for
example, Delhi) it took
around eight years. On the
other hand examples in
Curitiba, Bogotd, Quito,
Djakarta showed that it is
possible "to provide 'a’ BRT
service in three years time,
Our study shows that in
Dhaka it is possible to intro-
duce BRT in less than three
years and run the service
profitably by paying a fare
less than two and half a taka
per km. Construction of
flyover and metro means
complete or near complete
close down of existing road
sections while for BRT it is

rapid transit (BRT) is a bus-
based mass transit option that
mimics the quality, capacity,
and speed of rail options but at
a fraction of the cost. There are
successful stories (in Bogot4,
Columbia; Curitiba, Brazil) of
BRT. In fact Sao Paolo in Brazil
introduced BRT instead of
expansion of its metro.
Djakarta, Indonesia; Dakar,
Senegal; Dares-Salaam,
Tanzania which have similar
transport system and central-
ized administrative system
like Bangladesh opted for BRT
instead of metro. Delhi, which
is one of the last cities to intro-
duce metro, is now aggres-
sively expanding her BRT. One
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only the space for BRT. Now
just imagine most of the
Dhaka closes down for eight
to ten years for introducing

metro, and could Dhaka
survive for that period? In
Delhi and Kolkata that was
different as there are enough
alternatives in those cities.
But for success of BRT we
also need to curb car use.
Failing to do so means
Djakarta is not so successful
like her South American
counter parts. In Bogot4,
each week day the city
restricts 40 per cent of all
autos entering the city during
the morning (06:00 to 09:00)
and evening (16:30 and 17:30)
peak periods. The reduction
is achieved by not allowing

" cars with license plates that

end with certain numbers to
enter on a particular day. The
city has also dramatically
reformed its car parking
management. Parking on the
road has been eliminated
from most streets, with pri-
vately contracted firms pro-
viding off-street parking, In
many cases even off street
parking place is converted to
publicspace like park.

The successful urban trans-
port management all over the
world is showing the impor-
tance of non-motorized trans-
port (NMT), NMT in the city is
encouraged due to health,
safety of the citizen. Moreover
with the global concern of
climate change and energy
security it became the catch
phrase to transport planners,
environmentalist and policy
makers. Cities are construct-

ing and expanding bi-cycle
path, declaring car free zone in
the city (we are doing opposite
by declaring NMT free road).
Even some cities (for example
Bogotd; Reykjavic, Iceland;
Bremen, Germany and 40
other cities of Europe) go to
the extreme by declaring car
free day. Studies on Hong
Kong, London, and Bogota
increasingly show that
pedestrianization and non-
motorization has positive
impact on real estate, employ-
ment, safety and environ-
ment.

Bogotd also shows that it
decreases crime. As table 2
suggests we could easily intro-
duce pedestrianization and
increased non-motorized
facility. The table shows that

‘most-offoar ¥Impertant trips

(for work, for education) are
within walking distance or can
be covered by non-motorized
vehicle. In this opportunity I
would also like to add that
with increased development
of telecommunication facility
the number of daily trips
would be decreased for many
purposes including working
and shopping. There is evi-
dence in USA, Canada, Japan,
Finland and even in India,
Nigeria where development of
internet network and 3G
telecommunication
decreased trip and trip length
fordaily purpose.

All over the world big shop-
ping malls are permitted
outside the city limit. There
are three reasons for this.
Shopping malls are big traffic
generators. If it is outside the
city less traffic would be gen-
erated and city would partially
bear the traffic. The second
reason is it would create jobs
in rural hinterland and thirdly
small and medium scale
business enterprises would
not be affected. However just
like the other we are doing the
opposite. I could not find one
single reason for permitting
Basundhara Shopping Mall,
Jamuna Future Park by the
authority in the middle of the
city. Did they ever think how
much traffic it would create
and whether there is enough
capacity of the roads to absorb
these traffics? Multi storied
apartment is growing with or
without approval of RAJUK in
almost every plot. Often offi-
cials claim that FAR (Floor
Area Ratio) allowed those. But
FAR could not be only criteria
forapproval.

The other issues of infra-
structure specially how much
traffic it would generate must
be taken into account. Also it
should not be considered as
single entity rather a part of
the whole area. This lack of
foresightedness means that
RAJUK allowed a sixteen
storied shopping cum apart-
ment complex just behind
new market. The road is
already over its capacity and
would be in permanent dead
lock after opening of that
building. But our officials
rarely think of these conse-
quences. There are examples
where tall buildings were
allowed on the promise that
road would be widened in
future (no time limit of when it
would be implemented) or
there is a proposal of new
wider road. So let us make
Traffic Impact Assessment
(TIA) as mandatory for each
and every development.

We need to implement the
control on cars immediacy.
Before operation of BRT is
started we could stop the

minibuses. Table 3 shows that
buses carried more people
than the road it occupied.
However a considerable frac-
tion of buses is minibus, If we
could replace these minibuses
with single Decker or double
Decker buses the ratio would
be further improved. Very few
large cities of the world uses
minibus as a major bus mode
(Tokyo and Osaka are excep-
tion). This is due to the fact
minibuses are not cost effec-
tive to the passengers (due to
higher operating and mainte-
nance cost per capita), occupy
more road space than single
Decker or double Decker
buses for carrying same num-
berof people.

The above discussion
clearly shows thagthere is no
scope for subway or flyover in
Dhaka from social, financial
and economic point of view.
But even after this, if govern-
ment persists with subway
and flyover then we have to
question policy makers' real
intention. It should be noted
here that most of construc-
tion related recommenda-
tions of DITS and DUTP are
implemented while very few
(if any) non-construction
related recommendations of
DITS and DUTP are imple-
mented. On the other hand it
is possible to make Dhaka
congestion free within three
years (that means under this
government) by making
simple steps of increased
control on cars, taking strin-
gent measures before giving
permission for high-rise
building and introducing bus
rapid transit.

For Further Reading:

"« Plans for Dhaka Transport

e Louis Berger Inc, Strategic
Transport Plan, 2007

 World Bank, Dhaka Urban
Iransport Project, 2005

e Ministry of
Communication, GoB ,
National Land Transport
Policy, 2004

« Planning Commission,
Dhaka Integrated Transport
Study, 1994

e Mahbubul Bari et al, A
Critique on STP, 2007

Bus Rapid Transit*

 www.gobrt.org ( A Starting
place for BRT)

« www.itdp.org ( Experience
of BRT all over the world)

e Lloyd Wright, Reclaiming
public space: The eco-
nomic, environmental, and
social impacts of Bogotd's
transformation, (Impact of
BRT in Bogotd, Colombia in
non-technical term)

e Leroy W. Demery, Jr, Bus
Rapid Transit in Curitiba,
Brazil - An Information
Summary, 2004 (A compila-
tion of transit development
of Curitiba. Well referenced
but full of jargon. But could
be great starting point as it
provides a list of helpful
Internet sites and
resources)

e Curitiba, Brazil: BRT Case
Study ( An overview of BRT
in Curitiba; Would be diffi-
cult to understand for
general people)

e All of these are available
online

Telecommunication and

Transport

e Thomas L Friedman , The
World is Flat ( A fascinating
book how telecommunica-
tion revolution is shaping
the world in jargon free
language)
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