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The Dhaka Nexus Plan proposed by Bengal Institute, 2010 and 2016, showing a regional plan for the city with a 
constellation of networked and planned towns. 

Asection of the Town Improvement Act, 1953 stipulates 
that when a Detailed Area Plan (DAP) for Dhaka is 
formulated, it should be made available to the public as 
a gazette and public opinion on it must be heard. When 
it came to the latest DAP (2022-35), people as well as 
professional organisations (such as ours) provided a lot 
of feedback. But the DAP that has finally been published 
seems to have zero reflection of that feedback. 

There is no way to tell what the general people’s 
feedback was regarding the new DAP, and how much 
of it Rajuk took into account. We’re not saying that 
Rajuk didn’t survey the public, but we don’t know if 
they took that public feedback into account, or if they 
implemented any feedback that didn’t serve their own 
agenda.

There’s no way to call this a “people’s DAP.” It does 
mention some goals, but without sketching out a plan 
to achieve them. For example, there are mentions of 
separate pedestrian paths, bicycle paths, and aquatic 

parks, but there are no specific plans for them.
Two aspects of this DAP are being discussed heavily. 

One aspect includes water reservoirs, forestry, and 
agricultural land, and the other includes floor-area ratio 
(FAR).

According to the FAR mentioned in the DAP, 350 
people will live in every square kilometre. This is quite 
high by global standards, but our reality is that we 
are the most densely populated capital in the world, 
so maintaining global standards here will not be 
possible. To present an idea of how much they want 
to compromise with the global standards: some areas, 
where one might say powerful people are developing 
housing projects, have been given a higher FAR. In other 
areas, where those with less influence reside, a lower FAR 
has been assigned.

They are saying that if a higher FAR is assigned to 
those areas, a landlord may rent out multiple floors for 
commercial activities. We don’t think this is a matter of 
business but a matter of people’s livelihood. Another 
question that arises is, if a person has lived in a building 
with a high FAR until now, should they no longer live 
in Dhaka because the FAR for their building has been 
lowered? Will they live somewhere else? This needs to 
be clearly communicated. The government needs to 
provide a solution for this.

When the draft DAP was announced, two housing 
projects were given a lower FAR. But in the final DAP, 
their FAR was increased with the reasoning that they 

would build roads and make the area suitable. Well, for 
those who can’t make it suitable, it’s the government’s 
responsibility to build the roads. You can’t hold off 
investment and assume that lowering the FAR would 
lead to less population density.

Moving on to water reservoirs, since the 2010 DAP 
was passed, 45 percent of water reservoirs in many 
areas of the city were filled up by 2019. The government 
had passed an act in 2000 to prevent filling up water 
reservoirs, to punish those who had already done so, and 
to return water reservoirs to their previous state. The act 
states that water reservoirs include rivers, drains, canals, 
marshes, and “flood flow areas” that will be specified in 
a master plan. 

Now, Rajuk has been referring to this DAP as the 
master plan, but no flood flow areas have been identified 
in it. They are saying it is not a separate area at all – it has 
to be viewed as a part of the main floodplain. By doing 
this, they are diluting the debate; they are saying that 

they will categorise water reservoirs into general water 
reservoirs and main water reservoirs. General water 
reservoirs can be filled upon approval, but main water 
reservoirs may not be filled.

In that case, how did Rajuk approve the Jolshiri 
Abashon project when it was developed by filling up a 
main water reservoir? In response, they say they had a 
survey done by Buet on the water flow in the area. So, 
instead of blocking a project that fills a main water 
reservoir, Rajuk simply made Buet conduct a study and 
then made arrangements to approve the project, caving 
to the influence of powerful people.

In another case, Rajuk is referring to a flood flow area 
in Ashulia as a general water reservoir to implement 
another housing project called Lake City. On the one 
hand, the city development authorities won’t increase 
FAR because density will go up, but then they will create 
townships by filling up general water reservoirs, setting 
precedence for others. This way, it will be difficult to 
protect the water reservoirs in and around Dhaka.

The small number of water reservoirs that remain 
today cannot be allowed to get filled up. Not only are 
they important for Dhaka’s drainage, but they also serve 
agricultural and fishery purposes, and are also a source 
of food. They also replenish groundwater, which is an 
essential factor to consider.

We wish to know how many campaigns Rajuk has 
taken up against illegally possessed land on water 
reservoirs, how many people have been punished, how 
many cases they have lodged, how many times they have 
taken this issue to court, and how many times they have 
involved the Office of the Attorney General.

Rajuk has always cowered before groups with vested 
interests. A big reason behind this is that they are not 
held accountable for their activities. When they say that 
more than 80 percent of all buildings in Dhaka have 
been built without approval, it’s clear that they have no 
interest in regulations. When they developed Phase 2 of 
Purbachal city, they paid Tk 12 crore as compensation 
for land and Tk 15 crore for trees. They claim to have 
preserved a forest there, but they would not have done so 
unless the High Court had intervened, after we took the 
issue to the court. If Rajuk had only developed one-third 
of the area and left two-thirds to greenery, developing 
the project vertically, our problems wouldn’t have been 
so extreme.

It’s time for a Rajuk reform. Rajuk’s board is filled 
with bureaucrats, whereas when it was the Dhaka 
Improvement Trust (DIT), there were Supreme Court 
justices, university professors, and people from a variety 
of professions who didn’t have to deal with political 
pressure. Unless Rajuk is overhauled, no plans that are 
proposed can be implemented.

The new DAP has made many proposals that sound 
great, but that have not been backed up by action plans. 
It does not provide any vision. This DAP is in conflict 
with regulations regarding water reservoirs; the FAR 
mentioned in this plan is in conflict with the building 
construction code. This DAP or any plan whatsoever 
cannot be implemented in Dhaka until Rajuk is reformed 
and their transparency and accountability is ensured.

Rajuk has to become a vibrant, evolving institution. 
It has to face and overcome challenges as they present 
themselves. Although Rajuk has some plans for slum 
residents in this DAP, we have heard of similar plans 
in the past, which were not implemented. It won’t be 
too far-fetched to say that Rajuk has failed to ensure 
equality in its current planning.

Transcribed and translated by Azmin Azran.
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For a city as complex and concatenated as Dhaka, with its 
multifarious tugs and tussles, the Detailed Area Plan (DAP) 
2022-35 produced by Rajdhani Unnayan Kartripakkha 
(Rajuk) is a comprehensive document unlike any other 
prepared for the city’s planning. The DAP document 
provokes us to imagine a new city – a Dhaka we are yet to 
experience. And this may appear incredulous to many, 
considering Rajuk’s poor track record in planning and 
managing this city. 

What I highlight in this article are certain aspects that are 
neither foregrounded in the document itself, nor engaged 
in discussions of it. I continue to hold the opinion that those 
underrated aspects are actually radical opportunities for 
Dhaka’s transformation. The DAP propositions need to be 
more progressive, and not watered down. It is in that sense 
I use the term “almost” in the title of this article (adapted 
from American architect Robert Venturi’s famous essay 
“Main Street is Almost Alright”). 

One striking aspect of the DAP document is the 
geographical scope of Rajuk, in how it signals an expanded 
Dhaka. Within Rajuk’s jurisdiction, areas for the two city 
corporations are denoted as “central region,” the familiar 
identity of the city. Even when there are two more major city 
corporations (Narayanganj and Gazipur), and a few other 
municipalities and upazilas, the central region (one-sixth of 
the total Rajuk area) enjoys a privilege in the imagination 
of Dhaka. The new DAP has brought to light that the Rajuk 
jurisdiction is not constituted any more by what we have 
always known as the very built-up central region. In fact, 
the jurisdiction includes villages, floodplains, agricultural 
areas, and unevenly developed areas, and the other city 
corporations and municipalities. 

A new city imagination is now possible in which the 
central region can be decentred by leveraging the vast area 
beyond it. With the Mass Rapid Transit (MRT) and Bus 
Rapid Transit (BRT), there should be more leverage for a 
better distribution of cityness throughout the Rajuk region. 
If selected areas in Gazipur, Savar, and Keraniganj develop 
as brand new fabrics with all urban facilities, and not just 
reproduction of typical developments, there will be a greater 
equity in diversity, and a good-quality living could spread 
throughout greater Dhaka. 

What is also implied above is a formidable topic 
in 20th- and 21st-century planning – the making of 
neighbourhoods. The DAP document emphasises area and 
neighbourhood planning with a schema for Rayerbazar. 
Neighbourhood is the social aggregation of urban form, 
and not merely administrative wards or unions. We have lost 
the sense of what used to be neighbourhoods or mohollas 
in this city. Certainly, this is a complex topic, but one reason 
neighbourhoods have eroded is because of the ferocious 
attachment to plots and real estate speculations that 
developed since the 1980s. In this city, instead of planning 
comprehensive urban forms, we have always planned from 
the plot and not the other way around. 

The transit-oriented development (TOD) offers another 
opportunity for creating concentrated urban hubs or 
neighbourhoods. Considering the upcoming MRT and 
BRT systems, TOD is a perfect opportunity for radically 
restructuring Dhaka. MRT is not only a transport artery, 
but an urban development strategy in which each station 
becomes a new hub of intense assembly and activities, and 
the transit line a development corridor. DAP does mention 
a 200m and 500m diameter of influence zones around the 
stations, but what is required is a detailed plan of those 
encircled areas, similar to the Rayerbazar schema. I would 
suggest the MRT and TOD planners look at Tokyo and 
Bangkok, and in any future revision of DAP, consider higher 
floor area ratio (FAR) for an area around the stations and 
along the artery. With taller mixed-use buildings around 

the stations, high density habitats will ease commuting time 
and create greater ridership and a sustainable situation. 

Dhaka dearly needs a walkability plan. Walkability is key 
to creating a neighbourhood quality and a humane city. If 
40 percent of the people walk as part of the overall transport 
movement, Dhaka needs a walkability infrastructure in 
which footpaths take centre stage in the movement system. 
A walking infrastructure is critical to the success of MRT 
and BRT lines. It is expected, as is the case for any city with 
successful mass transit, that people will access the stations 
by walking, not by driving there. 

Another key topic in the realisation of a better and 
equitable Dhaka is housing. By housing, we mean the 
production of diverse dwelling units organised as a 
collective ensemble catering to the various economies of 
the city, especially the lower- and lower-middle-income 
groups. What many developers claim as housing is really 
a summation of dwelling units without impacting the 
collective, benefiting primarily the middle- and higher-
middle-income groups. 

What Dhaka then needs are consolidated housing, social 
housing, affordable housing, and group housing. None 
of these resonate in the vocabulary of Dhaka’s builders, 
including government agencies, private developers, 
architects and planners. What the DAP has presented as 
“block housing” – very importantly – is a precursor to the 
formation of above housing typologies. An understanding 
of each of these categories is necessary to translate into 
policy terms and production process. Again, none of the 

discussions on DAP is giving this topic the attention that it 
needs. 

But by far, the most debatable topic about DAP is FAR 
– the number that dictates how much one can build on a 
plot of land. An Achilles heel for DAP, FAR seems to have 
no unanimity among the various voices. It appears that 
the old FAR rules have not produced a good city, and the 
differentiated FAR in the new DAP – different for different 
areas based on density and infrastructure – remains 
under scrutiny. Generally a mechanism for controlling 
construction volume, the new FAR system is based on 
the existing density of an area and its projection, existing 
roads and common services, the character of the area, 
and, where applicable, proximity to mass transit. The DAP 
claims the new FAR as a mechanism for the management 
of population density. However, an argument is made 
that the differentiated FAR is a recipe for inequity and 
discrimination. 

Critics of the new FAR have mounted formidable 

arguments: why should Area A have a FAR of 5.1 and Area 
B 2.0? Does this not infringe on the right to build and 
develop, and make profit? Considering that the “right” 
to profit has become naturalised and prioritised in the 
practices of this city, it is also not “natural” that one can 
build anything anywhere at the price of liveability. Why 
should one area have less FAR because of poor facilities? 
Why not provide facilities first, then? Priority should be 
how swiftly a better quality of life can be arranged, whether 
by density management or services. Will density control 
have an adverse effect on the dynamic of the city, on its 
future growth? Not if concentrations of new urban hubs are 
generated in selected areas within and beyond Rajuk. 

Based on previous policies and FAR rules, Dhaka remains 
caught up in the architecture of the (small) plot. The small 
plot schema may have generated profit for landowners 
and developers, but it has hardly yielded well-being for the 
community, and far less for the overall city. 

Instead of an architecture of plots, the new DAP 
document recommends an architecture of the larger 
scale. There should be now the architecture of an area, 
the architecture of neighbourhoods, and as the renowned 
Italian architect Aldo Rossi described, an “architecture of 
the city.” It is obvious that plot-owners and developers from 
their myopic position cannot be expected to be concerned 
about the collective. This is where the responsibility of a 
city agency – top-down, if you will – comes in. Someone 
has to take charge of the overall, the collective, and the 
comprehensive scope of the future of Dhaka.

The DAP for Dhaka 
is almost alright
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