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Dhaka’s rapid growth 
worsening liveability
Make it sustainable or prepare  
for the day to abandon it
A new report by the United Nations has ranked Dhaka as the 
world’s second most populous city after Jakarta, pushing 
Tokyo to third place. According to its projections, Dhaka 
and Shanghai are expected to experience the fastest growth 
among the 10 largest cities of 2025. By mid-century, Dhaka is 
projected to overtake Jakarta as the world’s largest city, while 
Shanghai is expected to rise from fifth to third. It is a paradox 
that a city ranked third from the bottom in the Economist 
Intelligence Unit’s Global Liveability Index 2025 continues to 
expand at such a pace.

The numbers are both startling and alarming, as they 
are almost three and a half times higher than our official 
estimates. The UN puts Dhaka’s population at 36.6 million, 
whereas the Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics’ 2022 Population 
and Housing Census records a population of just 10.2 million. 
This vast discrepancy is deeply concerning because population 
data directly influence nearly every aspect of urban planning, 
ranging from infrastructure and public services to the supply 
of essentials and economic activities.

Recent devastating fires in Kuril, Mirpur, or near the airport, 
along with natural hazards such as the recent series of tremors, 
serve as stark reminders of how overstretched our emergency 
and essential services have become. With severe land scarcity, 
Dhaka has expanded upwards in a highly unbalanced manner, 
resulting in grossly inadequate ratios of roads and basic civic 
services. The consequences are evident: traffic gridlocks lasting 
hours, households unable or struggling to cook for days, water 
rationing due to unreliable supply of safe drinking water, 
widespread air pollution, electricity outages causing heat-
related illnesses, and an absence of many essential services. 
Open spaces, playgrounds, water bodies, and greenery have 
virtually disappeared. These shortcomings have turned Dhaka 
into one of the most unliveable cities in the world.

The UN report identifies faster urban population growth 
compared to national averages as a global trend. However, it 
does not account for Dhaka’s exponential expansion, which is 
likely driven by uneven national development. Experts cite both 
“push” and “pull” factors. In a highly centralised governance 
system, the capital becomes the focal point for administrative 
and planning decisions, drawing people from across the 
country in search of opportunity. Conversely, the lack of 
jobs, limited economic activity, and climate vulnerability in 
other regions also push people towards Dhaka, resulting in a 
relentless flow of internal migration that overwhelms the city.

Sustainable development demands integrated planning 
that treats cities, towns, and rural areas as interconnected 
and interdependent. The UN report emphasises the need for 
national policies that coordinate housing, land use, mobility, 
and basic services across regions—measures that can ease 
pressure on megacities and promote a more balanced 
development.

In Bangladesh, past attempts at decentralisation have 
failed due to a lack of sincerity and commitment from 
political leaders and bureaucrats accustomed to the comforts 
of urban centrality and reluctant to relinquish them. 
But decentralisation is no longer optional; it has become 
imperative. We have reached a point where we either act to 
make Dhaka sustainable or prepare for the day when this 
unliveable megacity forces its residents to abandon it or suffer 
the consequences.

Slum fire survivors 
need urgent support
Address the structural flaws behind 
Korail’s vulnerability to such hazards
We are shocked by yet another devastating fire in the Korail 
slum, the fourth major one in just two years. Home to nearly 1.5 
lakh people, Korail has always been vulnerable to fire hazards. 
However, the latest incident exposed how unprepared we still 
are to handle them. The fire revealed structural flaws that have 
remained unaddressed for years. As flames ripped through 
1,338 tightly packed shanties on November 25, around 
6,000 residents lost their homes overnight. The scenes the 
next morning were painfully familiar—families rummaging 
through charred ruins and children holding the few things 
they managed to save.

This tragedy highlighted the deadly structural weaknesses 
that make Korail so vulnerable. The slum has one entry point, 
which is so narrow that even two rickshaws cannot pass at once. 
It took firefighters 35 minutes just to reach the scene, while 
large engines could not enter at all. Crews had to drag hoses 
from a distance as flames fed on wooden frames, garbage, and 
tangled electrical wires.

The human cost of the fire cannot be overstated. Among 
the victims was Minara Begum, still searching for her mother, 
Hosne Ara. Elsewhere, Rima Akter stood with her eight-
month-old son, recalling how a suspected electrical short 
circuit near her home triggered explosions of a chain of gas 
cylinders, forcing her to flee with her children. This was the 
third fire for 50-year-old Mohammad Ismail, who wandered 
through the ruins with a single suitcase containing the last 
pieces of his belongings. He had rebuilt twice before, only to 
watch his possessions turn to ashes again.

Hundreds are now living under the open sky in nearby fields 
and schoolyards. They need shelter, warm clothes, food, and 
financial aid to meet daily needs. The government has been 
providing emergency relief, but that is not enough. It must 
implement a well-coordinated plan so they can rebuild their 
lives. Private organisations should also step forward. Wealthy 
citizens must not forget the workforce that provides them with 
services at homes and offices every day.

Equally importantly, the structural flaws that make 
firefighting so difficult in Korail must be addressed urgently. 
Experts have repeatedly mentioned crucial reforms: accessible 
roads, safer construction materials, proper electrical 
maintenance, and, most importantly, community-based first-
response teams trained and equipped to act before fires spread. 
These recommendations must be implemented without fail. 
At the same time, the causes behind the frequent blazes must 
be investigated and addressed efficiently. Such devastating 
fires must not be repeated.

A picture that lays bare the 
decay of our education system

Why have we failed to give quality education to schoolgoers?

On November 19, we published a 
picture of a classroom of a government 
primary school in Dumuria, Khulna. 
All the benches, made of steel to 
ensure durability, have been huddled 
together to create an elevated base 
on which about 15 primary-level 
students are squatting and studying 
with the teacher at the back. Why are 
the students sitting on an elevated 
platform instead of on the benches 
made for them? Because the floor is 
under ankle-deep water. How long has 
this situation persisted? Five months. 
Why? Because the nearby Shoalmari 
River is choked with siltation. When 
will these students get back to their 
normal schools? Given our history of 
handling river siltation, it is likely to 
take a long time. So, for the foreseeable 
future, this is how these students will 
experience their school life, unless, of 
course, they fall victim to waterborne 
diseases. In that case, can we pause 
for a moment to consider what health 
facilities are available for them?

One has to admire the commitment 
of the teachers, and especially of the 
students and their parents, to continue 
school in such adverse circumstances. 
The tragedy is that this “adversity” 
has been normalised for the last five 
months and practically for every 
monsoon season.

Our reporter from Khulna says that 
students from at least 22 villages are 
commuting to school on boats every 
day and attending classes, as seen in 
the photo. During the coming winter 
chill, many may have to wade through 
waist-deep water to reach their classes, 
exposing themselves to cold, fever, skin 
infection, and other diseases. 

How will these primary school 
students perform in the final primary 
school examination to be held from 
December 1? The same concern applies 
for the students of secondary schools 
in Dumuria and other upazilas where 
exams have already started, as well 
as for the students scheduled to take 
the SSC test examination. According 
to local officials, 45 educational 
institutions in Dumuria alone, 
including 18 secondary schools and 
one college, are currently affected by 
waterlogging.

Yet the project to clear the siltation 
is stuck in a bureaucratic maze, and no 
one knows how long locals will have 
to suffer before it is resolved. What 
is certain, however, is that primary 
and secondary school students of the 
upazila will have lost some invaluable 
time and opportunities in their 
academic life.

What we have pointed out above is 
the situation of schools in one upazila. 
What is the state of schools in general 
in terms of their physical condition? 
According to Department of Primary 
Education officials, as of July 2024, 

out of 1.07 lakh primary educational 
institutions in the country, 49,656 
were new, in good condition, and 
functional, while 18,271 school 
buildings were old, 16,998 repairable, 
11,613 in dilapidated conditions, 5,252 
risky, 3,307 abandoned, and 1,348 
non-usable. 

If we put together the schools 
identified as dilapidated, risky, 
abandoned, and non-usable (the 
difference between the last two 
categories is not clear), then we have 
around 22,000 schools that are not 
safe for our children. If we add the 
schools that become flooded and non-
functional due to seasonal heavy rain, 
river siltation, storms, and cyclones, 
then we end up with a far larger 
number of schools unable to carry out 
their function as planned. This affects 
several lakh students every year.

Add to the above the revelation of 
the latest Multiple Indicator Cluster 
survey—covering 63,000 households 
countrywide, and conducted by the 
Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics (BBS) 
and Unicef—that only 44 percent of 
students complete secondary level 
education, while 56 percent, or more 
than half, do not. 

If an education system leads to the 
failure of more than half of the student 
body, then what sort of system is it? 
Yes, there are many socio-economic 
realities, such as child marriage, which 
is cited as one of the main reasons 
for this situation. But then, what are 
the related ministries, like women 
and children’s affairs, doing about 
it? If there were accountability in our 
system, we wouldn’t be here.  

According to the latest figures, the 
positions of 34,106 primary school 
head teachers and 24,536 assistant 
teachers are vacant. Not that recruiting 
them all would solve many of the 
problems, as there would definitely 
have been political influence and 
corruption in teacher recruitment. It is 
a reality we have allowed for decades. 
But that said, why should the relevant 
ministry sit on these appointments? 
Again, no accountability. 

The question we want to raise is why, 
after 54 years of independence, our 
primary and secondary education is 
still in such a miserable state. Why are 
we continuing to produce mediocre 
students? We have seen improvement 
in enrolment, but we have failed to 
properly develop students’ ability 
to learn and absorb knowledge, and 
cultivate a curious mind. Shouldn’t 
the July charter, especially since it 
was heralded by student activists, have 
addressed this particular issue as it 
directly affects the future of students?

After independence, we have 
had a total of eight education 
commissions: i) Qudrat-e-Khuda 
Education Commission of 1972; ii) 

Interim Education Policy under Kazi 
Zafar Ahmad, 1978; ii) Mazid Khan 
Education Commission of 1983; iv) 
Mofiz Uddin Education Commission 
of 1988; v) Shamsul Haque Education 
Commission, 1997; vi) MA Bari 
Education Commission, 2002; vii) 
Mohammad Moniruzzaman Mia 
Education Commission, 2003; and 
viii) Education Policy Formulation 
Committee headed by Kabir 
Chowdhury in 2009. In addition, 
there were additional committees and 
policy-formulating bodies during the 
last 54 years.

The point to note is that the above 
education commissions worked 
under different regimes, both political 
and military. Yet hardly any of their 
recommendations were implemented; 
not even a few substantive ones saw the 
light of day despite so much work and 
resources expended.

To us, this failure is demonstrative 
of how frivolously we have treated 
education in general, and primary and 
secondary education in particular, for 
the half-century of our existence as a 
sovereign country.

In our view, the education 
commissions, like most other things, 
were seen through political lenses and 
never as institutional ones because 
no attempt was made to ensure they 
appeared non-partisan and neutral. 
When forming a new commission, 
the governments of the day did not 
take the opposition into confidence 
and allow a consensus to emerge so 
that, with a change of government, 
the commission’s relevance would 
continue. The attitude of the new 
regime was never to implement the 
ideas but to reverse them. And so, 
recommendations got buried each 
time with the change of regime. It was 
politics that determined the views for 
education reforms, never the needs of 
our children or those of the nation. 

All through the last 54 years, 
there was also an absence of a strong 
and independent implementation 
authority. Educational reforms are 
fundamentally long-term. They cannot 
be subject to frequent changes tied to 
election results. An implementation 
authority established on a non-
partisan basis with the participation 
of the political opposition is what 
Bangladesh needed—but it’s 
something that we never even tried for. 

Political division has cost us 
tremendously in most aspects of our 
lives. But its most damaging impact 
has been in the education sector. 
Very few, if any, countries have seen 
the formation of eight education 
commissions in 54 years of their life. 
If the commissions were building on 
the gains of the previous ones, it could 
have been a different story. Over the 
years, our education system has never 
received the consistent support that 
it needed. As with everything else, 
partisanship played havoc.

And of course, there were powerful, 
well-entrenched groups who resisted 
any change. Teachers’ bodies were 
among the most consistent lobbies 
that resisted any form of change, as 
it would have required new skills and 
new qualifications. Bureaucracy was 
devoid of any commitment, mostly 
for the same reasons. At the moment, 

we have two ministries looking after 
education, namely the Ministry of 
Primary and Mass Education and 
the Ministry of Education. Neither 
of them has the necessary expertise, 
motivation, or infrastructure to push 
for innovation and modernisation.

Take the case of the use of technology 
in modernising our education. Which 
department will take the lead in this 
area? Any change or innovation to 
penetrate into the maze of bureaucracy 
has to come in the form of a “project” 
to be funded by a donor or the World 
Bank, etc. The biggest shortcoming 
of a project is that it is time-bound 
and once that time expires, it stands 
abandoned unless there is a “new” 
project with additional resources. To 
their credit, donors, especially the WB, 
have shown flexibility here and funded 
education projects that had multiple 
phases. Even in such cases—with 
continuity assured—we lacked the 
vision, commitment and motivation 
to vigorously move towards our goals. 
One reason for it was the frequent 
transfer of bureaucratic leadership, 
many of whom, well aware of their 
limited tenure, made the best use of it 
often through frequent foreign trips, 
expensive and high-end transport, and 
future consultancies, if they were on 
the verge of retirement. 

Why do we need an external donor 
for something that is a long-term need 
and most essential for us? Whatever it 
takes, education, health, agriculture, 
and food, when necessary, should 
be funded by us and adequately so. 
Shortage of funding has been a chronic 
failure on our part. We are among the 
lowest funders for education in the 
world as well as in the South Asian 
region, even lower than Nepal, whose 
resource constraints are far more 
severe than ours.

A lot of hue and cry was made 
as to why Prof Yunus’s government 
did not set up a special commission 
for education. What we should have 
done instead—and we had a rare 
opportunity (and perhaps still do) 
in that aspect—was to examine the 
recommendations of the past eight 
education commissions, pick up 
the most relevant and doable ones, 
make them part of our “consensus 
dialogue”, and get us that convergent 
policy directive that we so badly need. 
Or, as this government has done in 
some other cases, it could have issued 
an ordinance on the most urgent, 
relevant, and widely acceptable 
education reforms. 

At the root of the success of all 
modern nations lies education, which 
must be periodically modernised to 
make citizens efficient, innovative, 
contemporary, and prosperous. This 
allows a nation to take full advantage of 
innovations that science, technology, 
social sciences, and modern 
administrative and business practices 
offer. Not reforming education is like 
holding a nation static and preventing 
it from advancing. The Golden Era of 
Islam, especially the Abbasid period 
(eighth to 13th century), the Meji 
period in Japan (1968-1912), and the 
modern period in China—to cite some 
relevant examples—should guide us 
well as to the role of education in 
moving a civilisation forward. 
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