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Foreword

Dhaka is exceedingly important for Bangladesh. This historic, vibrant, and 
endearing city is home to one-tenth of the country’s population. It generates at 
least one-fifth of its total economic output and provides more than 40 percent 
of its formal sector jobs. Dhaka has also been instrumental in reducing 
Bangladesh’s poverty rate. The economic opportunities it offers attract migrants 
from around the country, improving their own living standards and those of the 
families they support through the money they send home. Tax revenue generated 
in Dhaka is used to finance investments and service delivery throughout the 
country. 

At present, however, Dhaka faces seemingly impossible challenges. Despite 
unrelenting efforts to upgrade the city’s infrastructure, congestion is increasing 
and travel speeds are declining. Dhaka also remains vulnerable to flooding and 
becoming waterlogged, often coming to a standstill during the heavy rains of the 
monsoon season. And service delivery is uneven. More than a fourth of its inhab-
itants live in slums, pollution is increasing, and the city sits at the bottom of 
global livability rankings. If these challenges are not addressed, it will be difficult 
for Dhaka to become a prosperous global city, and therefore difficult for 
Bangladesh to join the ranks of upper-middle-income countries.

The World Bank Group is committed to supporting Dhaka’s urban develop-
ment. The strong partnership with the City Corporations and specialized govern-
ment agencies has so far focused on urban upgrading, urban resilience, water and 
sanitation, and clean air. A number of new projects are under preparation, includ-
ing for a new Bus Rapid Transport line, water supply and sanitation, and urban 
upgrading. Over time, these initiatives will strengthen Dhaka’s economic perfor-
mance and make for a more livable city.

This report proposes an even more radical approach to put the city on a better 
urban development trajectory, one that could transform it into a truly great 
global city in just a few decades.

Dhaka currently has a unique opportunity, not readily available to other 
megacities in the world. Toward the east of its urban core, almost within walking 
distance from the most valuable parts of town, there is a vast expanse of mostly 
agricultural land. East Dhaka, an area with a surface similar to that of a major 
European city, could be developed with the right urban infrastructure from the 
start, decongesting the current city and becoming a modern economic pole for 
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the country as a whole. The time to act is now. East Dhaka is already being devel-
oped in an unplanned way and this opportunity may soon pass. 

Using state-of-the art modeling and detailed data from each neighborhood in 
Dhaka, the report shows that embracing a different urban development paradigm 
eastward would have high economic returns, while managing environment and 
social risks. Recognizing local institutional complexities, the report focuses on a few 
self-standing projects for the transformation of East Dhaka, each firmly anchored 
on Dhaka’s existing master plans and technical studies. The annual investments 
these projects would require are within the range of long-term finance provided by 
the World Bank and other multilateral and bilateral organizations.

As a long-term development partner of Bangladesh, the World Bank Group 
stands ready to assist should the country decide to take on the transformational 
vision proposed in this report.

Qimiao Fan
Country Director for Bangladesh, Bhutan, and Nepal

The World Bank
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A unique opportunity beckons Bangladesh. Dhaka, central to the country’s 
middle-income future, stands on the cusp of a decision to make itself more liv-
able and more prosperous. Toward its east, where two major highway corridors 
will one day intersect, is a vast expanse of largely rural land. And much of it is 
within 6 kilometers of the most valuable parts of the city.

The time to act is now. Many parts of this area, hereafter called East Dhaka, 
are already being developed at an alarmingly rapid pace. Private developers are 
buying land and filling it with sand so they can build and sell new houses and 
apartments. This spontaneous and haphazard development could soon make East 
Dhaka look like the messy western part of the city, and retrofitting it later will 
be more difficult and costlier than planning and constructing it properly. Unless 
there is action soon, the opportunity represented by East Dhaka will be lost. 

This study by the World Bank, with the participation of the University of Oxford 
and Bangladeshi experts, seeks to analyze how the opportunity of East Dhaka could 
be realized. Using state-of-the-art modeling techniques, this study simulates popu-
lation, housing, economic activity and commuting times across the 266 unions that 
constitute Greater Dhaka. It does so under various scenarios for the development 
of East Dhaka, but always assessing the implications for the entire city. 

The simulations used in this study suggest that a strategic approach to 
the development of East Dhaka must include three critically important 
interventions: 

• Building the eastern embankment along the Balu River. Lower vulnerability 
to flooding would massively increase the amount of land available for 
urban development. In the simulations, the 119 square kilometers of East 
Dhaka can accommodate over 6 million people by 2035. This is fewer than 
the population of London, Paris or New York, but more than that of Berlin, 
Boston, or Rome. Importantly, a significant fraction of the additional popu-
lation in East Dhaka comes from the existing urban core, effectively reduc-
ing its density. 

Overview: Toward Great Dhaka
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• Developing critically important transport infrastructure in this new area. Such 
infrastructure is needed to enhance the quality of the additional urban land 
generated by the embankment. Several east-west axes in the spirit of the 
recently built 300 Feet Road can increase connectivity with the planned ring 
road and the Sylhet-Chittagong corridor. Two segments of mass rapid transit 
lines and one bus rapid transport line would make East Dhaka more accessible. 
In the simulations, density in the existing urban core is substantially eased. 

• Reducing the cost of doing business in the new area. The shift of households and 
firms—especially those producing high-value-added services—toward East 
Dhaka is much stronger if a new central business district is developed there. 
However, this shift of economic activity cannot be taken for granted. Lower 
taxation and less red tape in the new business district would help overcome 
the “first mover” problem. In the simulations, success in doing so makes East 
Dhaka an area of high-value-added activities—such as banks, universities and 
logistics services—with more and better jobs, and much higher incomes. 

The promise and pitfalls of urbanization

The proposed approach draws on the experience of Shanghai, China. The extraor-
dinary growth of this city, from a population of 6 million in the 1980s to over 
24 million today, was accompanied by far more economic activity, greater mobility 
through upgraded transportation, improved access to services, and better livability. 
Much of this success was due to China’s strategic approach to the development of 
East Shanghai (Pudong) and to its integration with the rest of the city. The “Pudong 
miracle” transformed Shanghai into the connecting point between its hinterland 
and the rest of the world, and that in just 25 years. But this success required a clear 
vision—one that was embraced by government agencies, private investors and 
 citizens—supported by careful planning and tight implementation. 

For Dhaka, matching Shanghai’s achievement will be a challenge. Dhaka has 
a myriad of overlapping and competing authorities. No effective coordination 
mechanisms are in place, and plans generated by different agencies are, at best, 
partially implemented. There are reasons for optimism, however. In the few cases 
in which mandates have been clear and strong coordination mechanisms have 
been established, an exceptional implementation capacity has emerged. The suc-
cessful Hatirjheel Lake rehabilitation project is a stellar example.

Mobilizing the country’s political leadership and creating the institutional 
arrangements to develop East Dhaka will pay off in greater prosperity for the 
people of Bangladesh. Urbanization is one of the most important drivers of eco-
nomic and social development. In cities, markets have more buyers and sellers 
than in rural areas, new ideas spread faster, specialization is easier, and service 
delivery is cheaper. 

From this perspective, the fact that almost 35 million Bangladeshis will 
become urban dwellers over the next two decades is excellent news. Dhaka itself 
illustrates the point. Building on strong economic fundamentals, Dhaka has 
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 experienced remarkable growth and become the economic powerhouse of the 
country. Its astonishing growth, from a population of 3 million in 1980 to 18 
million today, represents the promise of a better life for its residents, offering 
them opportunities to lift themselves out of poverty and into the middle class. 

But the benefits of urbanization can be easily lost if there is not enough high-
quality land to accommodate the many new urban dwellers. With 29,000 inhab-
itants per square kilometer, Dhaka has already become one of the most densely 
populated cities in the world.

This mostly spontaneous urbanization has resulted in three serious challenges. 
Flooding and waterlogging are recurrent, with monsoon rains and river overflows 
often bringing the city to a standstill. Only 25 of the city’s 43 canals are presently 
functional, severely reducing the city’s water conveyance capacity. Meanwhile, 
the growth of the built-up surface has shrunk the natural water storage areas 
such as wetlands and ponds.

Dhaka is also one of the most congested cities in the world. The average driv-
ing speed has dropped from 21 kilometers an hour 10 years ago to less than 
7 kilometers an hour today. Continuing current trends would result in a further 
slowdown to 4 kilometers an hour, or slower than walking speed. Congestion 
wastes about 3.2 million working hours each day and costs the economy billions 
of dollars every year. 

The city is also messy in other ways. Many residents, including the 3.5 million 
people living in informal settlements, often lack access to basic services, infra-
structure and amenities. Air, soil and water quality has deteriorated to alarming 
levels, and pollution is adversely affecting the lives of urban dwellers.

A South Asian hub

The urbanization of Bangladesh is now at a crossroads, as it will be much harder 
for the country to reach upper-middle-income status if its cities—and Dhaka in 
particular—do not realize their full potential. A new paradigm is needed before 
the compounded costs of flooding, congestion and messiness stall the country’s 
economic and social development. 

This new paradigm involves the massive creation of high-quality urban land 
both in Dhaka and in other cities, but in an interconnected way. The experience 
in South Asia, where the capacity for planning and implementation is not as 
strong as in East Asia, is that cities have developed well along vibrant transport 
corridors. The example of Delhi and the vast network of urban centers in its 
catchment area, especially along the Golden Quadrilateral, is highly relevant in 
this respect. Though Delhi itself has a population of 17 million, some 80 million 
people directly or indirectly benefit from its development. Indeed, Delhi-Jaipur 
has become an almost continuous urban space (if not always in name, for sure in 
practice). Seen from outer space, the entire area between Delhi and Amritsar is 
lit at night to various degrees. 

Bangladesh is now on the cusp of a similar development. The envisioned 
Sylhet-Chittagong highway offers the prospect of connectivity to India’s 
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northeast and global markets. The almost-completed Padma Bridge will allow the 
establishment of an active link with Kolkata, continuing over time toward 
Myanmar and Southeast Asia more broadly. These two corridors intersect in 
Dhaka’s east, across the Shitalakshya River. Bangladesh’s rivers complement this 
emerging corridor network. The proposed rehabilitation of the Buriganga and 
Shitalakshya Rivers, together with the upgrading of river navigability more gener-
ally, is expected to boost the connectivity of inland waterways. 

For both roads and rivers, Dhaka happens to be the hinge of this emerging 
network of economic corridors, much like Delhi is in India. Ensuring that Dhaka 
is vibrant and functional is therefore one of the most important development 
priorities for Bangladesh. 

Depending on the metric used, Dhaka already contributes between a fifth and 
a third of the country’s income. Its success as a city going forward would enhance 
this contribution. Directly, because Dhaka is more productive than the rest of 
Bangladesh, and therefore Bangladesh’s aggregate output increases alongside 
Dhaka’s share of the national population. Indirectly as well, due to the city’s 
potential to spread prosperity and boost economic development along the 
emerging network of economic corridors, as Delhi does in India. 

The cost of inaction

All of this may sound like wishful thinking given the difficulties faced so far in 
retrofitting and decongesting what is by any standard a very messy city. Most 
efforts and resources have focused on trying to fix Dhaka by building flyovers, 
developing mass transport, improving drainage and providing sanitation in the 
western part of the city. All of this is absolutely necessary. But retrofitting a 
crowded city is very expensive. And no matter how diligent the efforts, popula-
tion growth always seems to outpace infrastructure development. For example, 
between 1995 and 2005 the road surface in the urban core of Dhaka increased 
by only 5 percent, while the population increased by 50 percent. With growing 
prosperity, traffic increased by a staggering 134 percent.

And yet seizing the opportunity to develop East Dhaka correctly would not 
only be less costly per unit of land surface, but also complement ongoing retrofit-
ting efforts. 

East Dhaka remains mainly rural because the eastern embankment foreseen 
by the Flood Action Plan of 1991 was never built. As a result, most of the land 
is flooded during the monsoon season. But the area is now urbanizing. 
Private developers are filling vast tracts of land with sand, and households and 
firms are encroaching the edges of the few roads there. 

This spontaneous urban development eastward may create substantial risks. 
One such risk is natural disasters. Existing Dhaka is built over the relatively 

stable Madhupur Tract, but East Dhaka is mostly off of it, which makes it more 
vulnerable to earthquakes than the western part of Dhaka. Sand filling is increas-
ing even further the risk of soil liquefaction in the event of a major earthquake. 
And as more people move into this area, the human cost of a seismic shock will 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1596/978-1-4648-1238-5�


Overview: Toward Great Dhaka 5

Toward Great Dhaka • http://dx.doi.org/10.1596/978-1-4648-1238-5 

likely increase. Building the embankment, together with complementary soft 
interventions such as enforcing construction standards, is critically important to 
stop the sand filling, and keep natural disaster risks under control.

Another risk associated with the spontaneous development of East Dhaka is 
growing congestion. The population is densifying eastward, but the proper infra-
structure has not yet been put in place. Once housing has been built around the 
relatively few narrow streets and axes that currently cross the area, enlargement 
of these streets and axes will become costly, as it is in the existing urban core 
today. Spontaneous development may also result in the encroachment of canals 
and ponds that are critically important for water overflow during times of heavy 
rainfall. 

On the social front, risks are associated with weak land ownership rights. 
Urbanization results in large increases in land value, and how this economic sur-
plus is distributed matters. An in-depth study of the mouza Purba Durgapur, 
which is arguably representative of the areas of East Dhaka that have not yet 
been targeted by private developers, has revealed much fewer land property titles 
than households living there. If land titling, appraisal and administration are not 
upgraded as part of a strategic approach to the development of East Dhaka, the 
current residents may lose. Much of the surplus value that should be distributed 
among lawful owners and the public may be appropriated by large developers.

As for infrastructure and services, the rapid expansion of the western part of 
Dhaka was partly associated with the construction of the western embankment 
along the Buriganga River after the massive flood of 1988. The resulting avail-
ability of land attracted large numbers of firms and households before adequate 
infrastructure could be built, social services could be made accessible, and trans-
portation services could be developed. As a result, Dhaka lost many of its canals 
and retention ponds, saw its congestion spiral out of control, and became one of 
the least livable large cities in the world. The spontaneous development of East 
Dhaka could lead to a similar dynamic.

A more prosperous Bangladesh

The simulations in this study reveal how large the difference between continuing 
with business as usual versus pursuing a Pudong-like approach to the develop-
ment of East Dhaka could be. 

Based on current trends, Greater Dhaka would have a population of 25  million 
in 2035 and an income per capita of US$8,000 at 2015 prices. Building the east-
ern embankment would increase the overall population of the city by 1.5 million 
people and the number of jobs by half a million. Making critically important 
transportation investments would add another 1.5 million people and 0.6 million 
jobs. However, the population of existing Dhaka would actually decrease by 1 
million compared with that in the business as usual scenario because many 
households and firms would choose to move eastward. 

Completing the package by easing the cost of business in East Dhaka, thereby 
encouraging the eastward movement of high-value-added activities, would add 
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another 2 million people and nearly 0.7 million jobs to the city. But it would be 
a more productive city, with an income per capita of more than US$9,200 at 
2015 prices, or enough to put Dhaka on the map of global cities.

In summary, a strategic approach to the development of East Dhaka, similar 
in spirit to what China chose for Shanghai with the development of Pudong, 
would make Greater Dhaka a much more productive and livable city. With East 
Dhaka being the hinge of Bangladesh’s emerging north-south and east-west cor-
ridors, this greater prosperity is likely to spread. Much like Delhi, Greater Dhaka 
could boost economic development over a vast catchment area. In doing so, it 
would help absorb the 35 million Bangladeshis who are expected to become 
urban dwellers over the next two decades.

While the returns of such an approach would be huge, the costs would be 
manageable. Building the eastern embankment could require around US$2 
 billion. Adding the critically important transport infrastructure for East Dhaka 
would take the total bill closer to US$10 billion. Reducing the cost of business 
in the new area would mainly require an institutional effort to coordinate across 
agencies and ensure leadership, but it may not be too costly in monetary terms. 
Providing comprehensive public services in East Dhaka would involve substan-
tial spending and push the total bill to US$15 billion. 

And yet the payoffs to the relatively modest spending needed to embrace a 
strategic approach to the development of East Dhaka would be enormous. What 
is at stake is not just Greater Dhaka itself—it is the chance for Bangladesh to 
become an upper-middle-income country over a couple of decades and in doing 
so meet the aspirations of its people.
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A unique strategic opportunity beckons Bangladesh. Dhaka, the economic powerhouse of the country, 
stands on the cusp of a dramatic transformation that could make it much more prosperous and livable. 
Today, Dhaka is prone to flooding, congestion, and messiness, to a point that is clogging its growth. But 
toward its east, where two major highway corridors will one day intersect, is a vast expanse of largely rural 
land. And much of it is within 6 kilometers of the most valuable parts of the city.

The time to make the most of this eastward opportunity is now. Many parts of East Dhaka are already being 
developed in a haphazard way at an alarmingly rapid pace. Private developers are buying land and filling it 
with sand so they can build and sell new houses and apartments. Canals and ponds are disappearing, and 
the few narrow roads crossing the area are being encroached by construction. This spontaneous 
development could soon make East Dhaka look like the messy western part of the city, and retrofitting it later 
will be more difficult and costlier than properly planning and developing it now. 

Toward Great Dhaka: A New Urban Development Paradigm Eastward seeks to analyze how the opportunity of 
East Dhaka could be realized. Using state-of-the-art modeling techniques, the study simulates population, 
housing, economic activity, and commuting times across the 266 unions that constitute Greater Dhaka. It 
does so under various scenarios for the development of East Dhaka, but always assessing the implications 
for the entire city. 

The simulations suggest that pursuing a strategic approach to the development of East Dhaka would make 
Greater Dhaka a much more productive and livable city than continuing with business as usual. Based on 
current trends, Greater Dhaka would have a population of 25 million in 2035 and an income per capita of 
US$8,000 at 2015 prices. However, embracing a strategic approach would add 5 million people to the city. 
And, it would be a more productive city, with nearly 1.8 million more jobs and an income per capita of more 
than US$9,200 at 2015 prices, enough to put Dhaka on the map of global cities.
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