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This study explores the internal structures and differentiation of neighbourhoods within
Dhaka – one of the world’s fastest-growing megacities.
Using city – and neighbourhood-level analysis, it reveals the critical urban challenges that threaten the
sustainability of the city as well as the health and education outcomes of its residents.

KEY FINDINGS
n Dhaka has seen rapid and unregulated growth. In a context of weak urban policies on migration and growth
management, poor application of development control regulations and limited planned interventions at the
neighbourhood level, the city experienced average annual rates of urban growth for 1991–2019 of 43% in the
outskirts and 8% within the city boundary.
n The economic benefits of urbanisation are outweighed by the significant damage caused to the natural
environment and ecosystem, pressures on food production, and declines in living standards and quality of life.
n As a consequence of urban transformation and migration, Dhaka’s neighbourhoods host a more diverse
mix of people in social, economic, religious and ethnic terms than any other city in Bangladesh. Unplanned
neighbourhoods embrace this diversity.
n But responsive urban planning policies and interventions are lacking, which has led to social segregation.
The quality of urban infrastructures, services and amenities are disproportionately better in affluent
neighbourhoods; middle – and lower-middle-income areas are mostly unplanned and suffer high-density
living and inadequate, poor-quality and unaffordable healthcare and education facilities. The situation is
worse still in low-income communities, slums and urban villages.
n Emerging urban settlements suffer most from the crowded living environment, with narrow roads, no piped
water supply and a poor sewerage system. These settlements represent future threats for the sustainability and
effective urban management of the city.
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About the study
Using a mixed-methods approach, this study1 analyses the internal structures and
neighbourhood dynamics of Dhaka – the capital of Bangladesh and one of the fastestgrowing megacities in the world.
The city’s rapid and unregulated growth makes Dhaka an interesting case study. At 307 km2 and with a population
of more than 10 million people,2 Dhaka hosts diverse social, economic, religious and ethnic groups across 945
neighbourhoods.
The diversity, differences, dynamism and transformation of Dhaka’s neighbourhoods are worth exploring. Our study
investigates the growth pattern and process at city – and community-level, internal social and spatial structures
and current inequalities. At the same time, we have studied the internal dynamics of various neighbourhoods
concerning sustainability.
Multi-temporal image classification has been used to detect land-use changes over time, while we have analysed
patterns of growth (and sprawl) using land-cover and landscape metrics. Spatial logistic regression, direct visits to
growth areas and interviews with residents have enabled us to identify the drivers of urban transformation. Entropybased spatial information theory has been used along with isolation, spatial-isolation and Moran’s I indices to
reveal the current divisions and segregation in the city. The structure and typology of Dhaka’s neighbourhoods
have emerged through cluster analysis coupled with Principle Component Analysis. The findings from this analysis
have been followed by screening through direct field observations and the measurement of various qualitative
indicators. To understand the neighbourhoods, we employed interviews, walkthrough analysis, institutional surveys
and physical feature surveys in the selected communities and their zones of influence.

Research results
The patterns and process of urban transformation in Dhaka
Our analysis of data from 1991–2019 shows that Dhaka has experienced irregular and
rapid urban growth both within the city boundaries and its outskirts.
Weak national urban policies on migration and growth management
coupled with poor application of development control regulations have also
contributed to Dhaka’s rapid, haphazard and unregulated urban growth.

Alarmingly, the average annual rate of urban growth outside the city boundary has been much higher (43%) than
the pace in the city (8%). The built-up areas in the outskirts of Dhaka expanded by 234 km2 between 1991 and 2019,
compared to by about 116 km2 in the city. Very soon, Dhaka’s sprawled area – which covered 254 km2 in 2019 –
will supersede the total land area of Dhaka city (307 km2).
The dynamic process of infill and fragmented transformation of land cover has led to high-density urban
expansion in the city, and abrupt, sporadic low-density, leapfrog and ribbon sprawling. This growth has been
driven by many multidimensional and context-specific spatial and non-spatial forces ranging from industrialisation,
a promising transport network, new employment opportunities, urban development initiatives, low land value, low
rent, availability of vacant land to the emergence of real estate development. Weak national urban policies on
migration and growth management coupled with poor application of development control regulations have also
contributed to Dhaka’s rapid, haphazard and unregulated urban growth.
The economic benefits of urban growth in Dhaka and its region are substantial as the city itself contributes to 36%
of gross domestic product (GDP) and about 32% of national employment. Industrial development and a new
migrant workforce in peri-urban Dhaka also contribute to poverty reduction and national economic growth.
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Yet, since 1991, Dhaka’s sprawl has taken over nearly 234 km2 of cultivated lands and 32 km2 of vegetated areas
and water bodies including wetlands and flood protection areas. This loss has caused significant damage to
the natural environment and ecosystem and has put pressure on food production. In the absence of responsive
planning guidelines and development control, the abrupt nature of Dhaka’s urban transformation and
consumption of land calls into question the environmental viability of the built environment and liveability in dense
neighbourhoods of Dhaka and its sprawled areas.

Dhaka’s changing demographic profile and urban density
Dhaka and the economically expedient areas at the outskirts have experienced dramatic
population growth and rising urban density with in-migration playing a pivotal role.
Metro Dhaka accommodates about 20 million people with an average population growth of 2.74% since 2015. Of
this population, the share of in-migration and the cumulative natural increase of the migrated people is 35.75%.3
Currently, about 40% of the residential communities in Dhaka city have a density of over 99,000 people per km2.
Since 1991, population densities in the outskirts of Dhaka have increased 28-fold, whereas the rise within the city
boundary has been twofold.
The old, mixed neighbourhoods of Dhaka are densest whereas newly emerged neighbourhoods are less dense,
especially along the edge of the city and outside the city boundary. As a consequence of urban transformation
and the migration of people from other regions, Dhaka’s neighbourhoods host among the most diverse mix of
people – in terms of social, economic, religious and ethnic background – than any other major city in Bangladesh.
The future growth and profile of Dhaka’s population, as well as its urban development and density dynamics, will
be shaped by any upsurge of in-migration. This will be driven by the greater employment opportunities in the city
and its expanding outskirts and the location of all ministries and the headquarters of government offices there.

Socio-spatial differentiation, segregation and spatial inequality
Dhaka is dominated by mixed-use and unplanned residential neighbourhoods.
Some of the slum areas co-exist side by side with planned residential areas
and provide mutual support because slum dwellers are employed by affluent
households as maids, drivers or other staff. Without this relationship, the rich
could not benefit from cheap labour, and the poor would struggle to find jobs.

The built environment in high-income planned areas differs significantly from the rest of the city, but there are large
pockets of slums all over the city (a total of 175,931 households).4 Some of the slum areas co-exist side by side with
planned residential areas and provide mutual support because slum dwellers are employed by affluent households
as maids, drivers or other staff. Without this relationship, the rich could not benefit from cheap labour, and the poor
would struggle to find jobs.
Internal structures and differentiation within Dhaka city can be explained in terms of religion, profession, access
to services and housing. Unplanned mixed neighbourhoods host residents with diverse incomes, occupations and
religious and ethnic backgrounds who migrated to the city from different parts of Bangladesh and former British
India. Wealthy neighbourhoods, on the other hand, enjoy exclusive urban services and prevent access by middle –
and low-income groups.
The distribution of basic services varies considerably between the eastern part and the rest of the city. The
neighbourhoods in the east are segregated and left out of basic service coverage due to limited planning
interventions and little investment in this zone (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1: Neighbourhood clusters based on social attributes

Source: Authors (2020)

Occupation-specific clustering in the core of the city is linked to a dominant and centrally located service sector,
compared to clustering in the periphery where there are unplanned neighbourhoods and limited employment
opportunities. The city is least diverse in the central region, due to the dominance of commercial and business sector
employment. Only 2% of people who reside in the city centre are engaged in the agriculture sector versus 14% within
peripheral neighbourhoods. This difference shows the strategic imbalance regarding the distribution of economic
activities in Dhaka. Isolated pockets of industrial workers within the city further highlight policy failures in guiding
residential land use in Dhaka.
Clustering has also occurred along religious and cultural lines. Hindus and Cristian communities are clustered in
specific neighbourhoods of the city, and our analysis does not reveal any links to urban planning or economic
affordability. Instead, it is more logical that this clustering is rooted in prevailing religious shifts of power in the
country and the gradual migration of the non-muslim population. Hindus – who make up 3.6% of the population of
Dhaka – are clustered in their old neighbourhoods. Within specific communities, this rises to 14%, which illustrates
that religion-based cultural difference and a sense of social vulnerability among these religious minority groups
have influenced such clustering.
Neighbourhood segregation is especially evident in unplanned areas of the city. There are pockets of slums and
squatters in different neighbourhoods who suffer poor housing conditions in terms of construction materials. Slums
are also very poorly serviced and denied access to urban amenities. Settlements of Sweepers, Bihari, Tribal and
Transgender communities have also emerged that are segregated. However, there are limited official statistics on
the settlements of different marginal groups; therefore, it is challenging to find detailed information on their degree
of isolation.
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Neighbourhood characteristics
Five types of wealth-based neighbourhoods have emerged from our analysis: 1)
wealthy, 2) upper-middle-income, 3) middle-income, 4) lower-middle-income, and 5)
low-income and urban villages.
All of these categories have both planned and unplanned neighbourhoods. Yet, the wealthy and upper-middleincome neighbourhoods benefit most from designed spaces, good road networks, land-use regulation, good
quality housing, adequate urban amenities and good water, sanitation and electricity coverage. Investments are
high in wealthy, gated neighbourhoods such as Gulshan and Baridhara, which deny access to other classes.
Middle-income and lower-middle-income settlements are mostly unplanned and dependent on private housing
and real estate business. The flexibility of land and building use often results in mixed-use settlements that are
not ideal as residential environments. For example, Uttar Banasree, a middle-income planned neighbourhood,
has 61% residential land use, while Hasan Nagar, a low-income organic community, has only 40% residential
land use. In these neighbourhoods, the land is also mainly used for commercial purposes. With limited control of
planning regulations, the spaces in these neighbourhoods are susceptible to changes and consequently result in
dense and congested residential areas (for example, the household density of Purba Kazipara, a middle-income
neighbourhood, is around 17,000 per km2).
The immediate needs of citizens guide the expansion of residential areas. Positively, the city never rejects citizens
if people can afford to live in Dhaka. The downside of this is that the growing neighbourhoods struggle in terms of
the provision of services and infrastructure. Narrow roads, limited open spaces and play areas (which cover less
than 2% of the neighbourhood areas in Tajmahal Road, Lakshmi Bazar and Purba Kazipara), dense settlements
and mixed land use are typical in the middle – and lower-middle-income communities.
The situation is worst in low-income unplanned communities, slums and urban villages, as these neighbourhoods
are denied access to services by the city authorities, and they remain excluded from formal services in most
cases. Such neighbourhoods are characterised by very high-density living and poor housing conditions and urban
services. In Karail slum, for example, there are 40,000 people per km2 and only 1.8% of the neighbourhood area is
dedicated to services and facilities. Despite limited service provision and poor economic opportunities, however,
low-income neighbourhoods along the city edge are still flourishing.

Spatial inequalities: health and education
The distribution of health and education facilities and service provision varies considerably
across Dhaka’s neighbourhoods and results in spatial inequalities (see Figure 2).
With limited public provision for health, the population is dependent on the private sector. Current services favour
the high – and higher-middle-income neighbourhoods – the Central Road neighbourhood, for example, has a
health care density of 9.37 facilities per thousand population, of which 97% comprises private clinics. In contrast,
the lower-middle – and low-income neighbourhoods such as Hasan Nagar and Lakshmi Bazar (part) are limited
to basic health care, while the residents of ultra-poor neighbourhoods are highly deprived in terms of spatial
access to public and formalised health care. The poorest neighbourhoods lack indoor, specialised and quality
services – for example, 75% of health care provision in parts of the Karail slum is semi-formal without any indoor and
specialised facilities.
The number of private schools has mushroomed in Dhaka over the last 30 years due to limited investment in public
schools. Middle-income through to lower-middle-income neighbourhoods are blessed to have access to primarylevel education institutions. However, most of these are private schools with high fees attached compared to
public primary schools. In the Tajmahal Road neighbourhood, for example, the ratio of public, private and nongovernmental organisation (NGO)-/charity-led education institutions is 2:92:6. Overall, there is a shortage of quality
educational institutes in the low-income neighbourhoods, slums and urban villages compared to much better
provision of quality education facilities in wealthy and upper-middle-income neighbourhoods. Interestingly, some
of the city’s oldest and best educational institutions are located among the oldest communities in Dhaka that
currently host lower-middle-income households – this is because affluent people lived in these neighbourhoods
with a good transport network during the 19th and early 20th century under British rule, so quality educational
institutions were set up here.
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Figure 2: Distribution of education and health facilities across Dhaka’s neighbourhoods
Source: Authors (2020)

A colourful kindergarten
school in Korail slum

Way forward
The transformation of Dhaka and its neighbourhoods has been influenced by many
forces, including economic opportunities, population growth, development of roads
and related infrastructure, and demand for health and education facilities. Although
there has been some planned segregation of communities in the city, unplanned
urbanisation has caused the isolation of different ethnic groups and low-income
communities.
To date, urban policies and interventions have been ineffective at stemming Dhaka’s rapid and unplanned
urbanisation. This has led to crowded and polluted living conditions and communities with deficient urban
services and facilities that threaten the sustainability of the city. An active city government and joined-up efforts
among the different agencies involved in the management of Dhaka and its region are critical to tackle the
unsupervised and unregulated urbanisation of the city. Measures must include the execution of relevant national
urban policies through local-level plans. Innovative approaches to people-centred neighbourhood planning with
acknowledgement of the internal structure and differentiation of neighbourhoods would make Dhaka a healthy,
active, learning and inclusive city.
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1
This paper summarises key findings of a report on the city
as part of an international comparative study coordinated
by the Centre for Sustainable, Healthy and Learning Cities
and Neighbourhoods (SHLC). The wider study examines
urbanisation and sustainable development in 14 cities
in Africa and Asia and this part explores patterns of
neighbourhood distribution and changing socio-spatial
structures in response to recent urban expansion and
migration. Geographic information system (GIS) data and
remote sensing image analysis have been used to explore
land-use changes and urban sprawl at city level and official
statistics such as the population census and other secondary
data have been used to map internal structural changes.
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https://populationstat.com/bangladesh/dhaka.

3

http://www. rajukdhaka. gov. bd/rajuk/image/slideshow/1.

4
Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics (2015) Census of Slum Areas
and Floating Population 2014. Dhaka: Bangladesh Bureau of
Statistics, Ministry of Planning, Government of the People’s
Republic of Bangladesh., pp. 20-24.
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