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Dhakas transport sector:
any sight of a bigger picture?

Shaer Reaz, In-charge of Shift, The Daily Star, in conversation with Dr AFM Saiful Amin, Professor,
Bangladesh University of Engineering and Technology (Buet).

THE CURRENT PICTURE

A city of over 14 million, roughly 400
years of history, rapidly rising incomes
and mass migration patterns that seems
unsustainable to outsiders—yet
somehow Dhaka survives against
insurmountable odds. Dhaka is one of
the world's largest megacities, yet
there's not much that can be said to be
large about it—except, perhaps, the
number of people living in it and the
number of people commuting its
tightly packed thoroughfares. Over
time, the city has endured, resolutely
overcoming most major challenges,
from sanitation to public services. The
capital city has taken on a lot and
survived. With a whole host of projects,
including a growing flyover network
and a well-hyped metro rail project,
Dhaka seems to be attempting to shrug
off the most persistent of its issues
hindering sustainable liveability—its
traffic and the city dwellers' struggle for
mobility.

Will Dhaka city be able to resolve its
mobility issues, courtesy of these
government initiatives? According to
Professor Dr Saiful Amin, the slew of
transportation projects around Dhaka
needs a cohesive plan of action for the
future, instead of short-term reliet.

Dr AFM Saiful Amin

According to Dr Amin, "Flyovers built
in Dhaka have been laid out mostly
without planned diversion of the
underground utility lines, creating a
situation where, if Dhaka's
transportation needs it next, we would
not be able to build underground
subway systems along the same routes,
before shifting those again. The utility
lines in some places have been moved
once, in other places the deep

foundations for the flyovers have had to
accommodate the utility lines into their
layouts, which means there is a
significant problem in communication
between city planners, utility service
providers and the departments of the
government building roads, flyovers
and expressways. Over time, this
hampers our ability to plan effectively
and account for future demand.”

RISING DEMAND FOR ROAD SPACE
Dr Amin continues: “There’s only a
finite amount of space that is available
for Dhaka's expansion. The city is
bound by the rivers that flow around it,
which are perceived by the dwellers as a
physical restriction on the ability to
increase the amount of liveable spaces
and places for commerce. Connectivity
with land masses beyond the river
boundaries is still limited, failing to
cater for the fast growing transportation
demands originating from there. With
living spaces and economic activities
taking priority over road spaces, the
strain on the city is extremely high, and
growing. Places of economic and social
importance are generating further traffic
as a result of growing incomes all across
the country, requiring a clear path to
these places for people from all over the

country. Traditional entry points into
Dhaka city such as Jatrabari, Gabtoli
and Tongi are almost always gridlocked
for the sole reason of people wanting to
enter the city to conduct their business
at government institutions, which are
currently far from decentralised.”
Providing road space for these
visiting people alongside permanent
city dwellers while meeting the demand

According to
Professor Dr Saifu
Amin, the slew of
ransportation
Drojects around
Dhaka needs a
cohesive plan of
action for the
future, instead of
short-term relief.

for housing and commercial spaces
seems like an impossible task, but
careful planning and accounting for the
future can lead to a more sustainable
solution over time. Decentralising
government offices and introduction of
information technology, which demand
less physical movement, can be a way
forward, along with addressing all the
different issues that lead to people
making decisions that involve moving
from one area of the city to another.
“It's a common sight to see parents
dropping off their children to schools
which are far away from their houses.
The logic behind this is that a certain
school has a better standard of
education than the locally situated one.
Because of this difference in quality, trip
generation is increasing on weekdays
during school hours. The same issue is
true for colleges and universities—only
a few have limited residential campuses
of their own. If there were zonal
planning for Dhaka city with effective
regulations, then much of this could
have been avoided,” says Dr Amin,

RAPID TRANSIT
According to Dr, Amin, “The context in
which the Strategic Transport Plan that
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