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BEYOND CONCRETE AND CHAOS

Can Dhaka’s spirit be reclaimed?
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For years, I've watched two young
boys hang out at a family-owned
tea stall near my home. Their
conversations evolved from debates
about football and bikes to heavier
topics like shoshon (exploitation)
versus shashon (rule) during the
curfew of July, questioning which
path Hasina was following. This shift
is a testament to how recent political
upheavals have sparked a broader
consciousness.

Although recent political shifts
have sparked broader conversations,
this deep-seated political apathy
didn’t  appear  overnight. A
decade of Hasina’s dysfunctional
governance has stifled free speech,
undermining citizens’ self-respect
and identity. Even agencies like
RAJUK, our capital development
authority, have followed suit,
treating citizens as afterthoughts in
decisions about Dhaka’s future. The
result? A city that feels chaotic and
unrecognisable, alienating people
from both their surroundings and
formal institutions.

Yes, planning a city as complex
as Dhaka is daunting. Yet RAJUK’s
failures go beyond typical challenges
like managing the past sins of
previous planning initiatives. In
fact, citizens view RAJUK as a
“government arm for realtors” due
to policies that often ignore public
interest and favour commercial
interests, particularly in housing
and public space developments.
For instance, projects like the
Detailed Area Plan (DAP, 2022-35)
and the Strategic Plan (SP, 2016-
35) sometimes reclassify flood

“agricultural homestead” to benefit
developers, favouring elites at the
public’s expense. This governance
model, entrenched in profit motives,
has left Dhaka’s residents with little
influence over their environment.
And Dhaka is not a blank canvas.
DAP’s block housing proposals,
lacking clarity on their impact on
existing areas, feel dismissive (o
residents. As Dhaka’s urban neglect

deepens, citizens’  rights—from
voting to self-respect—gradually
erode. Historically resilient, the

population now seems resigned
to autocratic rule. As the capital,
Dhaka sets the national tone, and
its culture of detachment risks
spreading nationwide.

According to evolutionary
psychology, = communities  that
evolved around shared natural

resources tend to foster cooperative
behaviour, while those rooted
in hunting or survival develop a
more competitive nature. This
cooperative spirit has deep roots in
Dhaka’s indigenous moholla culture
along the Buriganga River. Each
moholla unfolds like a honeycomb,
its spatial elements woven together
to encourage different levels of
engagement. It begins with the
uthan—a private courtyard where
families gather. This opens into
the goli, a semi-private, visually
connected lane that everyone from
housewives  to  schoolchildren
and office-goers passes through,
sparking spontaneous exchanges
and small conversations that sustain
daily life. The goli leads to the morh,

tea stalls, sweet shops, schools, or
religious centres, each changing
character throughout the day.

Finally, the chowk, a public square,
serves as the heart of commercial
and social activity, a place where the
moholla connects with the broader
public domain.

Thisseamlessflow of spaces—from

impersonal streets that lack the
communal warmth of Dhaka’s
original neighbourhoods.

In contrast to its indigenous
core, later-developed Dhaka reflects
only economic status, a product
of a colonised, profit-driven urban
landscape. Yet, aspects of the
moholla culture could still be

like Mohammadpur, Mirpur, and
Dhanmondi may not accommodate
block-style developments, upcoming
housing projects should clarify how
the calculation of floor area ratios
(FAR) will work, to enable courtyard-
style or block developments. Defining
clear boundaries between intimate
neighbourhood spaces, semi-public

Dhaka’s intimate spaces are rapidly disappearing, leaving isolated developments and impersonal streets that
lack the communal warmth of its original neighbourhoods.

private to public, uthan to chowk—
created a dynamic community that
held people together in daily rhythms
of cooperation and shared identity.
Even today, amid Dhaka’s sprawling
urban landscape, we see glimpses of
this culture in small gatherings, like
two boys who meet by a familiar tea
stall in a cozy goli. Yet such intimate
spaces are rapidly disappearing,

revived by transforming “dead-end”
streets, or mora-goli, and utilising
abandoned spaces between buildings
by adding vibrant, crowd-pulling
features such as food carts, vegetable
vendors, seating areas, or even play
spaces. Eliminating surface parking
in areas where it’s feasible could also
open semi-private ground spaces for
co-designed community activities.
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areas, and larger community zones
is essential to restoring Dhaka’s rich
cultural way of living.

In a conference last year, a
senior planner dismissed ideas like

“guided traditional shophouses,”
“pedestrian-friendly streets,”
and “policies for street vendor

management” as naive dreams for
ever-changing Dhaka. Yet citizens

entirely. Policy documents don’t
mention civil society or citizen
groups as policy instruments,
ignoring their role in creating
community networks. In a city of over
20 million, it may seem impractical
to reach every resident. However,
rather than pursuing a “gradual
continuum of change,” planners
should seek incremental change by
“advocating the common good.” This
approach could lay the groundwork
for “participatory planning,” a key
component of the ongoing discourse
on distributive democracy. Critics
argue that participatory planning
can lead to individual interests
overshadowing common goals. But
in a city whose people feel ignored
for years, there are still those who
marched for liberation, who protect
their neighbourhoods from robbers,
and who want to belong.

Each year, Dhaka’s liveability
ranking declines, putting it alongside
war-torn cities—a sad reflection of
the psychological toll this city has
taken onitsresidents. For years, we've
lived under an invisible siege, where
our sense of self and place has been
diminished by unchecked planning.
August 5 marked a turning point,
a day that reminded us of our right
to hold leaders accountable and
to demand a city that respects its
people, supports communal bonds,
and nurtures civic participation.

With new political shifts on
the horizon, we have a chance to
reclaim Dhaka-not as a fractured,
profit-driven metropolis, but as
a city that honours its heritage,
resilience, and future aspirations.
In the face of enormous challenges,
such as traffic, waste management,
and urban flooding, the core issue
remains Dhaka’s  disconnection
from its people. Rebuilding this city
will require collaboration across
government bodies, civil society,
and citizens. Only by [ostering this
lost sense of community and shared
identity can Dhaka become a place
where its citizens feel at home, heard,

prone areas as “residential zones” or

a gathering place with magnets like

leaving isolated developments and

While

already-developed

areas

like myself feel left out of the process

and valued.
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The Bangladesh stock (equity) market
has experienced significant fluctuations
since the 2010 market crash, reflecting a
challenging macroeconomic and political
environment. Analysing the post-crash
period from 2011 onwards provides
insights into the volatility and recovery
patterns of the market.

In 2011, the market experienced a
dramatic loss of 32.2 percent (total
return), driven by a sharp capital loss of
36.6 percent following the speculative
bubble that burst in late 2010. This was
compounded by high inflation (10.7
percent), leading to a substantial negative
real return of 429 percent. Investor
confidence remained low in 2012, with a
further decline in market returns (by 16.1
percent) and inflation staying elevated (8.7
percent), resulting in another negative
real return of 24.9 percent.

However, the market began to stabilise
from 2013 onwards. Although capital gains
were modest at 4 percent, dividend yields
provided some cushion, and total market
return rose to 7.8 percent. With inflation
beginning to taper (7.5 percent), the real
return turned positive at 0.3 percent,
signalling a tentative recovery. From 2014
to 2017, the market gradually improved,
with total returns averaging around 15
percent per year. The highest total return
during this period was 26.7 percent in
2017, despite inflation averaging around
5-7 percent, leading to consistent positive
real returns.

A major setback occurred in 2018 when
the market saw a loss of 10.8 percent
(total return), coupled with inflation at 5.7
percent, resulting in a negative real return
of 16.4 percent. This trend continued into
2019 as the market struggled to recover,
with a further 13.1 percent decline in
total return. The market showed a sharp
recovery in 2020 and 2021, with total
returns of 24.4 percent and 29.1 percent,

respectively, as post-pandemic optimism
boosted performance. However, high
inflation and corporate-led corruption
have led to a decline in 2022 and 2023, and
in 2024 YTD, the market is down by 16.2
percent (capital loss), facing significant
headwinds like macro instability, high
inflation, and weak investor sentiment.
The overall post-crash analysis shows
a pattern of recovery but is marked by
periods of volatility, inflationary pressure,
and ongoing political and economic risks.
The Bangladesh stock market typically
rebounds after 2-3 consecutive years
of correction, as historical patterns
suggest. Based on past trends, one might
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expect a recovery in or by 2025. However,
the current situation presents unique
challenges, as the market’s trajectory
is increasingly intertwined with the
country’s macroeconomic conditions
and political landscape. Given these
dynamics, the projection for the next two
years remains cautious. The Bangladesh
stock market is poised to encounter
substantial headwinds due to a confluence
of  macroeconomic and  political
uncertainties, which could significantly
impactits performance. Below is a detailed
analysis of the key challenges expected to
shape market outcomes in the coming
years. To provide a more comprehensive

understanding, the article includes
historical context that sheds light on
the underlying causes of anxiety among
minority investors in Bangladesh’s stock
market, ensuring these issues are neither
overlooked nor ignored.

Bangladesh’s  stock  market s
under strain as high interest rates on
government bonds (11-13 percent) pull
institutional investors toward safer, risk-
free returns, weakening liquidity and
investor confidence. Rising inflation,
projected to hover around 10 percent for
at least the next two years, exacerbates
economic instability by eroding consumer
purchasing power and  corporate
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profitability ~ while also increasing
borrowing costs. Additionally, declining
foreign exchange (FX) reserves, driven

by reduced export competitiveness,
supply chain disruptions, and rising
business costs, further undermine

economic stability. The weakening taka
adds to the strain, raising import prices,
feeding inflation, and deterring foreign
investment due to the risk of currency
losses. Compounding these challenges is
Bangladesh’s rising foreign debt burden,
which is becoming increasingly expensive
to service due to the taka’s depreciation,
diverting resources away from critical
development projects and infrastructure

investments. Without effective fiscal
management, investor confidence and
stock market growth are likely to remain
subdued.

High global interest rates, particularly
in the US, are drawing investment
flows away from emerging markets like
Bangladesh. With US bonds offering safer,
more attractive returns, foreign investors
are less likely to invest in Bangladesh’s
stock market, exacerbating capital
outflows. Additionally, capital flight
driven by export-import manipulation
and corruption in large project financing,
involving major corporations like S Alam
Group, Summit Group, and BEXIMCO
Group, continues to deplete foreign
exchange reserves. Hopes of recovering
these siphoned funds are unrealistic, as
they are often held in tax havens with little
incentive to cooperate. This capital flight
and lack of international legal recourse
further weaken the country’s economic
stability and stock market performance.

Bangladesh’s  stock market faces
significant challenges due to weak
regulatory  leadership, institutional

failures, and unresolved margin loan
issues. The Bangladesh Securities and
Exchange Commission (BSEC) remains
under scrutiny. Compounding these
concerns, the Investment Corporation of
Bangladesh (ICB), once a major stabilising
force in the market, is now struggling
under a portfolio of junk stocks and
questionable investments.

Years of mismanagement and
corruption,including dubiousinvestments
have left ICB in a weakened financial state,
severely limiting its ability to intervene
in market downturns. Moreover, the
persistent issue of margin loans continues
to burden financial institutions. Merchant
banks and brokerage firms, plagued by
bad debts from margin loans extended
during previous market bubbles, are
unable to provide fresh loans, stifling
market liquidity. The total outstanding
margin loans, including interest, have
reached Tk 250 billion ($2 billion), with
a significant portion in negative equity.
Despite efforts to address these issues,
powerful individuals with political and
social connections have manipulated the

system, obtaining unauthorised loans and
evading accountability. Without decisive
action from the BSEC and a comprehensive
cleanup of financial institutions” balance
sheets, Bangladesh’s stock market will
remain vulnerable, limiting its growth
potential and undermining investor
confidence.

Bangladesh'’s stock market is grappling
with a significant lack of “smart capital,”
as wealthy investors and corporations
cither move funds abroad or hold back
investments due to uncertainty. This
absence of new, well-capitalised investors
leaves the market dependent on a small
group of players, increasing the risk of
manipulation and volatility. Foreign
investors, (oo, are deterred by poor
transparency, particularly under the
previous leadership of the BSEC, further
stalling capital inflows. Additionally,
tax policies provide little incentive for
companies to list on the stock exchanges,
with the tax differential between listed
and non-listed firms being too narrow
to justify the costs of going public. As a
result, many well-established companies
avoid the stock market, depriving it of
the quality listings needed for growth and
stability. Combined with the regulatory
failures that allow debt-ridden companies
to remain listed, these factors prevent
the market from attracting both local
and international long-term investors,
ultimately stifling its development.
Without reforms, the Bangladesh stock
market will struggle to achieve sustainable

growth and liquidity.
Given these challenges, a conservative
investment  strategy  focusing  on

government bonds is advisable. Allocating
60-70 percent of funds to government
bonds ensures capital preservation in
uncertain times. Until a stable government
is established and market conditions
improve, focusing on low-risk investments
is a prudent approach. It’s important to
remember that in a stormy sea, keeping
your ship steady is far more vital than
rushing toward the horizon. In such
dangerous waters, ensuring your vessel
stays afloat matters more than chasing
quick profits.



