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Introduction 

Architecture has been created by people, by commu
nities and by the state to fulfil the needs of the various 
aspects of life. The purpose, scale and level of 
achievement, varied greatly with time, place and 
people. Social conditions, political will, economic 
considerations, climatic demands, availability of 
materials, technological limitations and aesthetic de
mands, all played a decisive role in the creation of the 
end-product. . 

There was a time when state-patronised architecture 
was limited only to the architecture of the palace, fort 
and some religious buildings and, in fact, traditionally 
architects were very little involved with architecture of 
the common man. Today housing for the masses has 
assumed important dimensions for architects and the 
state. 

The concentration of people in urban areas and the 
complexity of the urban situation virtually precludes 
any major role of the private sector without direct or 
indirect involvement of the state and the traditional 
role of the architect has been modified as he is called 
upon to solve large urban design projects requiring 
coordination and synthesis of activities of many 
disciplines. 

It is interesting to note that present day involvement 
of the state, in the realisation of architecture and built 
forms of our cities is not just limited to the 
commissioning of an architectural project but has 
many aspects. The activities of the state, in our part 
of the world involves education and training of 
architects, research activities in the building field and 
adoption of policy and programmes on architecture. 
In addition to the traditional role of the state as client 
for projects, the Government has in many cases 
expanded its activities to act as architectural con
sultant, executing agency for building projects, 
financier, manufacturer of building products and even 
at times traded in construction materials to ensure 
realisation of the programme of development 
according to the national goal. 
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This wider role of the Government has been necessi
tated in this part of the region more so than some of 
the economically and technologically advanced 
countries of the world mainly because of the lack of 
entrepreneurship in private sector financing and the 
complexity of the problem which, it appears, only the 
state can handle. 

A case study of the Bangladesh situation, a country 
showing a common heritage in the not too distant past 
with other countries of the region and with similar 
present day problems of over-population, under
employment, rapid urbanisation and resource 
constraint, is made in this paper The aim is to throw 
some light on the role played by the Government in 
the development of architecture in our part of the 
region and it begins with the major problem facing 
our nations, namely financing 

An overview of the situation and assessment of 
Government's role 

The statement that political freedom has no meaning 
if people do not enjoy the fruits of economic freedom, 
could not be more appreciated anywhere than in 
Bangladesh where 80% of the population live below 
the poverty line. Of the "National Budget of 
Tk* 67,735 million for the financial year 1984-85 an 
amount of Tk.27,384.2 million" or 40% of the total 
budget came from foreign aid and assistance. "Out 
of a total of Tk.38,257 million for the Annual 
Development Programme (ADP) for 1985-86 an 
allocation of Tk.25,310 million is from foreign aid. 
The amount constitutes 66.16% of the total ADP 
all ocation" 3 

. Given this serious financial problem, 
the major concern and effort of the Government has 
been on efficient management of this meagre financial 
resource 

* US$l equals Tk 3000 



In this respect a National Economic Council (NEe) 
has been set up to approve policy, plan and take 
decisions on economic planning, including investment 
in architecture and other physical planning activities 
which accounts for about 30% to 50% of the total 
budget. NEe is the highest executive body and the 
President of the People's Republic of Bangladesh is 
the Chairman of this Council. 

On the basis of the availability of resources and 
national goals, priorities are set and policy guidelines 
are prepared by the National Planning Commis
sion for development of the various sectors of the 
economy. Within the above guidelines the Commis
sion then receives suggestions on sectoral plans 
from the Development Agencies throughout the 
country. On the basis of these suggestions, five-year 
plan and Annual Development Plan documents are 
prepared and the Commission offers advice to the 
NEe in this respect. In matters of discharging its 
responsibilities, the Commission is organised on a 
sectoral basis. Although development plans in most of 
the sectors involve investment in architecture and 
physical infrastructure, there is a separate division in 
the Planning Commission looking after the Physical 
Planning and Housing (PPH) Sector "In the PPH 
Sector, allocation of funds in ADP 1984-85 had been 
Tk.I,220 million out of a total ADP of Tk.38,960 
million. For the current fiscal year, it is Tk 969 million 
out of total ADP of Tk.38,260 million"3. 

Besieged with the problem of increased population 
pressure (annual growth rate: 2 5%)2 and the 
deteriorating economic condition of the country, the 
NEe and the Planning Commission have been 
obsessed with the task of economic growth alone with 
the result that there has been unplanned concentra
tion of economic activities in and around a few large 
cities like Dhaka, Chittagong and Khulna This has 
not only created associated problems of unplanned 
growth and discontent, but because of regional 
disparities and lack of economic activities and job 
opportunities in other areas large section of the 
unemployed have flocked into large cities, thus taxing 
the services and infrastructure and leading to dete
rioration of the physical environment of these areas. 

It is heartening, however, to note that there is an 
increasing awareness in the Planning Commission 
and the higher level of bureaucracy that economic 
development without relation to a national physical 
plan could create more problems, rather than solving 
existing ones. A national physical plan is now under 
preparation and simultaneously with a Government 
decision to decentralise administration and distribute 
development activities for balanced growth, a pro
gramme has been embarked upon so that by 1987, 
physical plans for development of all the 64 districts 
and 460 upazilas (sub-districts) will be completed. 
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This is an encouraging sign towards realisation of 
decent planned urban centres to be spread across the 
country, which could make a much easier transition 
to the inevitable urbanisation of the vast rural mass. 
Since this process would create smaller urban centres, 
it would not only arrest dehumanisation of the poor 
rural immigrant in the big metropolis, but because of 
closeness of these areas to his village home, this would 
allow him to keep touch with home and hearth and 
hopefully prevent degeneration of social values which 
are so much the root of the evils of the urbanisation 
process. 

The task of completion of these physical plans has 
fallen on the shoulders of the Urban Development 
Directorate and has given this organisation a new 
boost. Funds for development of infrastructure in 
these areas has gone up from 4% to 11 % of the total 
budget during 1982-86 for sub-districts, which is 
about 20% of the share of directly productive invest
ment4 ,2. 

The organisation created in the year 1965, in the wake 
of the urbanisation process, with the task to look after 
and identify potential urban growth centres and plan 
ahead for development of these areas, in reality, did 
not get the proper administrative or financial support 
previously to do the task for which it was created. The 
Directorate is now involved in the preparation of a 
national physical planning project, urban housing 
policy and programme development documents, the 
design of urban area development and environmental 
improvement programmes and also zila and upazila 
planning documents. It is hoped that the long-voiced 
advice of architects and physical planners has been 
heeded and the importance of planned development 
realised. 

The four major urban areas ~ Dhaka, Chittagong, 
Khulna and Rajshahi are, however, not under the 
Urban Development Directorate. Realising the 
importance and magnitude of the problems asso
ciated with these large metropolises, development 
authorities separate from the UDD have been created. 
These development authorities were created several 
years ago indeed Dhaka Improvement Trust, the 
oldest one, was created in the year 1953. These areas 
need special attention in preparation of plans and 
programme. The development authorities under their 
jurisdiction could be more effective and carry out 
their task more efficiently. Experience of their 
performance, however, indicates otherwise, as these 
authorities are bogged down with financial problems, 
do not have development-oriented legislative support 
and have never been geared to an organisational 
structure which can concentrate effectively on 
planning activities. A master plan for Dhaka prepared 
in the year 1959 with a projected population of 2 5 
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million still remains an unrevised planning document 
in the year 1985 when the present population of 
Dhaka city is about 4.5 million and is expected to 
reach the 7 million mark in the year 2000. The result is 
evident all around. We are faced with traffic 
congestions, housing shortage, lack of civic amenities, 
deteriorating urban service facilities, inefficient use of 
land and sky-rocketing prices in a speculative land 
market creating serious cost constraints on develop
ment projects due to the cost component of the land. 

City improvement authorities need to be properly 
manned and they are required to meticulously follow 
the task of revising and updating their plans for 
development of areas under their control. They need 
to be given the legislative support required for 
implementation of development plans and to be 
encouraged to take up self-financing schemes without 
depending solely on grants from the already meagre 
Government exchequer. 

In view of the financial constraints under which 
they operate the authorities should also concentrate 
on innovative ideas which will lower project cost and 
encompass participation of people likely to benefit 
from the project. In this respect, the Senpara-Parbata 
township development project of Dhaka city may 
be cited. "It involves 1500 acres of land largely 
residential, in the heart of Dhaka. For the last 20 
years, numerous proposals were put forward to 
acquire this land and develop it as a township of 
Greater Dhaka. The land acquisition proposal itself, 
at present market rate would be Tk.5,000 million 
besides the cost of infrastructure and service faci
lities"l. The financing part alone has always stood 
in the way of implementation of this proposal and the 
area in the heart of the metropolis acquired slum 
condition day by day. A recent decision, on the basis 
of which a structure plan has been prepared for this 
area, through joint pooling of professional resources 
of the Dhaka Improvement Trust and the Depart
ment of Architecture of the Government, is an 
example of how through judicious policy decision 
problems of financial constraint can be overcome in 
certain situations Here, land required for the road 
network and community facilities only will be 
acquired in phases and the area will be allowed to 
develop entirely on private initiatives according to 
the structure plan. 

The Public Works Department (PWD) has been the 
mainstay of the Government to look after the con
struction and maintenance of all Central Government 
buildings across the country. Initially set up to 
provide for accommodation of the administrative 
machinery and accommodation of the officers who 
manned them, construction was carried out on type 
plans received from Great Britain. These examples of 
architecture account for a phase of our national 
history. Plans being received from abroad, there was 
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Deteriorating urban environment - the squatters 
settlements in Dhaka 

DeteriOlating urban environment - the traffic congestion 

no need of architects, construction was carried out 
from these drawings by a competent batch of PWD 
engineers A set-up created for efficient execution of 
construction of buildings from standard type plans 
was soon faced with the task of planning and 
execution of an increasing number of offices and 
residential accommodation for the expanding ad
ministrative machinery In addition, responsibility for 
building of schools, colleges, hospitals, post offices 
also came on their shoulders subsequently as the 
policy on welfare was liberalised during the British 
rule. Although not trained for the task, the engineers 
nevertheless shouldered the responsibility of planning 
and execution of the works. Few posts of architects 
were created in the PWD , under the Chief Engineer, 
and basically the services of architects were more 
advisory in nature than mandatory. The result of this 
arrangement is the creation of buildings coined as 
"PWD Architecture". This architecture, done by the 
civil engineers-turned-architects, is an example of 
confusion in the field of architecture of a particular 
period of our history 
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Lalkuthi Community Celllre at Old Dhaka Charactel of at chitecture of important buildings of the British period 

Chamari House at Segunbagicha, Dhaka Plans being receivedjiom abroad construction was catried out by enginee.rs of PWD 
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Eden Building - Old Secretariat Building, Abdul Gani 
Road, Dhaka Construction canied out on type plans 
following B/ itish examples. 

Dhaka District Court (old) Building at Old Dhaka A true 
copy of colonial architectUle. 

Architects in the Government voiced strong 
resentment against this arrangement They were 
supported by an enlightened section of the 
Government machinery and eventually from 1978 
onwards a loose arrangement was made through 
which architects started to function independent of 
the engineering interference until in 1982, the 
Government recognised the full importance of 
architects as a distinct and separate professional 
group and created a Department of Architecture 
headed by a Chief Architect. This event is a milestone 
in the history of development of architecture in 
Bangladesh as it now allows free play of the creative 
talent and ingenuity of the architects in Government 
service. 
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Police Barracks (old) at Rajarbagh, Dhaka The 
environment of a bat rack is missing but this represents a phase 
of transfOl mation from hOI izontality to verticality 

Motijheel Government Employees Housing, Dhaka An 
example of PWD Construction prior to the at/ivai of the 
new genetation of Architects 

The Department of Architecture 

This is now an attached department of the Govern
ment on the same footing as the Public Works 
Department The department prepares architectural 
design and layout plans for all Government buildings 
and also for public housing schemes across the 
country and it advises the Government on policy 
matters relating to human settlement and land-use 
planning. The implementation of projects is done 
through the Public Works Department and the 
Housing and Settlement Directorate. It is pleasing to 
note that the Department of Architecture is located in 
close proximity to the Housing and Settlement 
Directorate and in the same building as the Public 



Works Department and a cordial team spirit has been 
developed with the engineers of these departments. 

It is also encouraging to note that recently while a 
major effort has been made to tighten the belt and 
reduce revenue expenditure of the Government 
through reduction of the size of most offices 
recognising the role of the architects in the national 
development programme, the Department has been 
expanded with a promise for further review and 
expansion in future. The Government has the single 
largest architectural office in the country with 72 
sanctioned posts of architects in the Department 
During the last fiscal year, building projects of various 

Role of Govemmenl in Architecture 

sectors, worth about Tk 1,400 million were carried out 
through this Department. Some of the examples of 
architecture of the Department are Bailey Officers 
housing, Roopnagar housing, Senpara Parbata 
Township development plan, buildings for new sub
districts, Usmany Memorial Hall, 10-storeyed 
Secretariat building, National Monument for un
known martyrs at Savar, 3-Leaders' Mausoleum 
cyclone shelters in the coastal areas, Rajarbagh Polic~ 
Line Barracks and the new Dhaka District Court. The 
incomplete work of Prof Louis 1. Kahn of the 
National Assembly Buildings at Sher-e-Bangla Nagar 
was also completed by architects in Government 
service! 

Officers Bungalow at Sher-e-Bangla Nagar, Dhaka A Govemment Housing scheme. 

Office building [01 the Directorate of Women's Affairs, 
Dhaka A building type p/Oduced by Government 
Architects with numerous adminisll ative 
constraints 

IO-storeyed Secretariat Building Designed and 
supervised by Government Architects 
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Police Barracks (new) at Rajarbagh, Dhaka Bringing 
mchitecturallefinement to the change from horizontal to 
vertical 

As mentioned earlier the Public Works Department, 
responsible for the construction and maintenance of 
Central Government buildings across the country up 
to Upazila (sub-district) level, is manned by an 
experienced, qualified and competent group of 
engineers, capable of shouldering projects of any size 
and magnitude The completion of the National 
Assembly Building, the Usmany Memorial Hall and 
the cyclone shelters in the way out coastal areas of 
Bangladesh are indicative of the technical and 
managerial capabilities of the Government set-up in 
the PWD, 

The Housing and Settlement Directorate 

The Housing and Settlement Directorate created 
initially to tackle the problem of refugees settlement 
after the partition of India, is now responsible for 
the preparation of policy and implementation of 
programmes for public sector housing in the country. 
With the help of the Department of Architecture and 
the Urban Development Directorate, it has created 
some Housing and 'Sites and Services' schemes 
However, as of today, it has never really been given 
the organisational set-up and the financial support it 
deserves to provide for this important sector of our 
national life. The small allocation of the "1985-86 
ADP of Tk.66 million out of a total of Tk.38,260 
million"3 or 0.2% of the total for the housing sector 
is an indication of the low priority it has been given 
in the National Development Budget (89% for 
Agriculture and 3 7% for Educationp The 
deteriorating housing situation, a manifestation of 
this low priority given by the Government to this 
sector, is evident from the low-efficiency, dissatis
faction and unrest among the low and middle-income 
people of urban areas. There is an urgent need to 
programme a national housing policy and to carry 
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Dhaka District COWl (new) at Old Dhaka Since court 
buildings ,ep,esent past tladitions, an attempt is made by 
Government Alchitects to capture the chmacter and to creale 
a transition 

out the programme before the already alarming 
situation goes completely out of hand 

Although not covering the low-income group, the 
Government, in its effort to make some dent in the 
housing shortage, has opened an arm of public 
financing of housing through an organisation known 
as the House Building Finance Corporation The 
Corporation makes long term advances at conces
sional rates for financing housing projects in urban 
areas across the country. With an initial seed capital 
from the Government it is re-rolling and financing 
public housing projects It usually encourages housing 
schemes in newly identified areas of rapid urban
isation where there is very little housing stock. The 
rates of concessional interest vary. For multi-storey
ed houses (4-storeyed) of small 75 square metres per 
flat with a loan amounting up to Tk.85 million per 
building, the lowest interest of 5% is applied in 
Upazilasjtown centres and 10 5% in metropolitan 
areas The general interest rate is however 13 % for the 
first Tk.O.4 million and 16% for the next Tk 0 2 
million loan or for housing of 76 square metres and 
above The repayment period for both the cases is 25 
years. Through their present programme the Corpo
ration has created some definite impact on the public 
sector housing as can be seen from the private sector 
built projects. The repayment situation is also not 
discouraging. Large numbers ofloan applications are 
pending with the Corporation. In the fiscal year 
1982-83 and 1983-84 Tk.810 million and Tk 1,530 
million respectively had been disbursed which was 
much less than the actual demand4 • It would be 
advisable therefore, for the Government to increase 
the seed capital and tie up this programme of public 
financing with a national housing policy 

In a country like Bangladesh, with scarcity of resource 
and the public shy of capital investment, the Govern
ment, recognising the importance of its role to 
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National Memorial Monument at Savar, Dhaka Landscaping done by Government Architects, which in the past was left to 
be solved spontaneously 

Usmany Memorial Hall Built under dilect supervision oj Govelllment Architects to calel to the needs of socio
cultural activities of Metropolitan Dhaka 

3-Leaders Mausoleum at Dhaka An expression searching 
[or the glOl ies oj the past using modern materials and 
techniques of conslluctioll 

Bailey Government Officels Housing, Dhaka A marked 
improvement can be noticed ill the built environment created 
by qualified Government architects, 
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moderate the free market economy in the building 
industry and assure a steady supply to meet the 
market shortage of construction material, has 
assumed in different situations, the role of manufac
turer and even trading house. On the Government 
initiative, steel mills, cement factories and timber 
extraction and seasoning plants have been established 
in the country In addition to the import of materials 
through the private sector, the import of items like 
steel, cement and other construction materials are 
made by the Government through an organisation 
known as the Trading Corporation of Bangladesh. 
This practice needs to be continued until the private 
sector can be encouraged through an appropriate 
policy towards the building industry to shoulder the 
responsibility and to ensure a stable market for the 
supply of construction materials. 

The Government in its effort to carryon research on 
indigenous materials, to concentrate on problems 
associated with local building industry, to develop 
new techniques, to compile techniques developed in 
other parts of the world, to test their suitability in local 
situation and to help the building industry adopt new 
materials and methods, has established a Housing and 
Building Research Institute (HBRI). The Institute 
works in close co-operation with the architects of the 
Government. In recent times, it has done some public 
housing projects and administrative buildings have 
been erected using ferro-cement channel floors 
resulting in some cost saving on the projects. In 
addition very recently a prototype of a nucleus house 
has been developed for the offshore islands and 
coastal areas of Bangladesh using precast elements by 
the HBRI. The HBRI has left its door open for the 
private sector to take advantage of its facilities. 
Established in the year 1977 the Institute has to go a 
long way yet and because of low budget allocation 
(Tk.4.00 million for 1985-86 fiscal year) and 
unattractive terms of employment, it has not been 
able to organise its physical facilities and create an 
effective organisational set-up. It is important that 
this organisation be given adequate financial support 
to put it on proper footing. Through dedication and 
hard work, it could be turned into an effective 
organisation to make a valuable contribution in the 
building field. 

To rationalise and maintain uniform standard of 
materials and products, the Government has set up 
the Bangladesh Standards Institution. Thus far, 
however, the Institution is only a name as far as the 
building industry is concerned There is no 
standardisation of products or quality control in the 
country This is resulting in wastage and bad quality 
work and is having an adverse effect on the 
architecture of the country, particularly the works of 
the private sector. There is an urgent need for the 
formulation of building codes, specification and 
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standards of materials and standardisation of various 
building components for efficient and economic use of 
the already meagre national resources. 

Education and training is a major task of the 
government. Through the Ministry of Education and 
the Ministry of Labour and Manpower, policies on 
education and training are implemented at univer
sities, colleges, polytechnics and trade schools spread 
over the country. With a population reaching the 100 
million mark, physical planning and architecture is 
taught in only one university in the country, the 
Bangladesh University of Engineering and Tech
nology. The annual intake at the undergraduate level 
in Architecture is only 50 students and the country has 
only 200 qualified architects or a ratio of one architect 
for half a million people. This is low by any standard 
and, therefore, education facilities for architecture 
must be extended. While in this paper, emphasis is on 
the need for an increase in the number of architects, 
the actual situation is that young entrants to the 
profession are on the threshold of unemployment. 
This situation has arisen not because architects are 
not needed in the country or that they are in large 
supply, but because agencies, such as local govern
ment and Pourashavas and other institutes, which 
should be benefitting from the services of the archi
tects in their development works are still running on 
the system which the PWD was running some 25 years 
ago doing architecture through civil engineers turned 
architects. This situation cannot continue for long 
and is bound to change. This change has to be brought 
about quickly. 

Review and recommendations 

From the review made in the earlier section of this 
paper, it appears that the Government has the basic 
institutional and organisational arrangement to carry 
on the building activities, yet because of the missing 
links the scenario in the field of architecture and 
human settlements is far from satisfactory. 

Bangladesh which is struggling for economical 
survival, finds it difficult to allocate adequate 
resources for its various sectors. Because of this 
resource constraint, it is all the more imperative that 
the meagre financial resources should be managed 
efficiently through an interlinked national economic, 
housing and physical planning policy The human 
settlements issue is an important and a challenging 
problem confronting the country There is an urgent 
need to formulate and implement comprehensive 
human settlement policies and programmes 

For integrated and planned development of 
architecture and the built environment, activities of 
development and planning agencies in the country 



have to be coordinated and close cooperation has to 
be established among them to mutually benefit from 
available human and material resources. 

Institutional and development-oriented legal support 
has to be provided by the Government to the 
various agencies. Framing of building codes and 
standardisation of materials, components and tech
niques in the building industry at national level is 
necessary to improve the quality of construction and 
to reduce wastage of resources. 

If the quality and efficiency of the built environment 
are to be improved, the role of architects and physical 
planners has to be correctly recognised and their 
services to be utilised in the various agencies 
connected with planning and execution of projects. 
Architects have to be associated from the policy 
planning stage at national level to the municipal and 
local government at sub-district level. Once this 
awareness and demand for good architecture is 
created there would be great shortage of architects in 
the country and educational facilities for training and 
education of architects would have to be expanded 

It should be understood that professional societies 
can play an increasingly important role in helping the 
Government in formulating and adopting correct 
policies and programmes on national issues. The role 
of the Institute of Architects Bangladesh, the national 
forum of practising architects could, therefore, be 
properly recognised by the Government and their 
opinion sought on national issues regarding archi
tecture and the built environment. 

It is a matter of concern that there is no legislation in 
the country requiring registration of architects and 
there is, therefore, no bar to non-qualified people 
posing as architects and offering their services to 
the public. Pakistan and India have in recent years, 
enacted legislation requiring registration and, there
by, banning malpractice in architecture. It is high 
time that the Government of Bangladesh acts on the 
proposals from the Institute of Architects made on 
that issue and now lying with the Ministry of Works 

The forces acting and shaping the present day society 
are so complex and enormous that solving problems 
of the built environment is beyond the capability of 
an individual and in many cases beyond that of the 
community, although participation of the community 
is considered essential for successful handling of 
specific programme in many cases The role of the 
Government, therefore, is recognised more than ever 
before in the development of architecture and the 
creation of a decent healthy living environment for the 
people in our part of the world. 

All photographs courtesy oj Shah Alam Zahiruddin 
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