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DHAKA: Bilkis Begum has lived on the lakeside
in Dhaka’s Korail slum for 16 years, but in De-
cember 2016, her extended family’s 12 houses
were razed to the ground by a fire. The inferno
destroyed the oven her husband, Shahid Gazi,
used for his bakery and the fridges he relied on
for his business selling leftover chicken meat from
Chinese restaurants. For the Gazis, it was a strug-
gle to cobble together the $3,000 they needed
to rebuild their homes and business. 

They borrowed $900 from moneylenders,
and found the rest from
relatives and friends.
They also got tin, pillars
and a little cash aid from
Bangladesh-based de-
velopment agency
BRAC. In addition, they
received pro-bono help
from architects like
Sheikh Rubaiya Sultana,
who helped redesign the
neighborhood to protect it better against future
fires. “Architects have social responsibility,” said
Sultana, an assistant professor at BRAC Univer-
sity in Dhaka. “I watched the fire before my very
eyes, but couldn’t do anything then.”

The Gazi family now has eight new units and
the couple are back in business, running a small
restaurant on the old site. “We couldn’t have
stood back on our own feet unless we got (this)
support,” said Begum, 32, a mother of three. A
team of 16 architects, planners, engineers and
students, brought together by BRAC, has tested
out simple, cheap design solutions to rebuild
Dhaka’s two biggest slums after fires destroyed
some 650 homes in late 2016, affecting 2,500
people. The new approach aims to tackle the
ever-present threat of fires in Dhaka’s crowded
slums, while improving living conditions for res-
idents. But in a city where less than 10 percent of
areas are planned, altering the slumscape is a tall
order.  

One major challenge is working out what is
feasible for slum residents who have no legal
rights to the land they live on. Ashekur Rahman,
an urban program specialist with the United Na-
tions Development Program (UNDP) in
Bangladesh, said the transitory existence of many

slum dwellers is a major impediment to keeping
them safe from threats like fires in the longer
term. Many are seasonal migrants who split their
time between villages and cities, limiting their ac-
cess to services and permanent accommodation.
Government providers worry that improving
services in informal settlements could attract
more migrants from rural areas, Rahman said.
“Weak and ill-defined land tenure and property
rights pose big threats to resilience-building and
are considered the underlying causes of the

poverty and vulnerability
of the urban poor in
Bangladesh,” he added.

Wider roads
Sandwiched between

Dhaka’s upscale Gulshan
and Banani neighbour-
hoods, Korail - which
sprang up in the 1980s -
sprawls over some 170
acres of land owned by

three government ministries. It is home to as
many as 100,000 residents, including rickshaw
drivers, domestic helpers, garment workers and
small traders. Fire is just one of the threats inhab-
itants face on a daily basis, which include evic-
tion, drugs, crime, police harassment and
extortion.

After digitally mapping the fire-hit areas, the
design team led by Dhaka-based J.A. Architects
Ltd consulted with residents who each agreed to
give up a tiny amount of space to widen access
roads and narrow lanes so that fire trucks and
ambulances could enter if another blaze breaks
out.   The group of experts was appalled by the
unhygienic conditions in the slums. In summer,
the tin shacks are “like ovens”, said Shamim Hos-
sain, a manager with BRAC’s urban development
program. 

To improve living conditions, the team made
modifications to dwellings, such as adding win-
dows, wire netting and transparent plastic to let
in air and light. They also helped rebuild homes
in Sattola slum, which suffered a major fire in De-
cember 2016 too, destroying 115 homes in just 10
minutes. Made homeless overnight, residents had
to pass more than three cold winter months
under the open sky.

More air, light
In the slum, which is home to 50,000 people

and located on land belonging to the health min-
istry, residents have since built concrete houses
with green tin roofs to reduce losses in the event
of a fire - despite the risk of eviction as the gov-
ernment plans to build a physiotherapy college
there. The new design has allowed some home-
owners to afford a luxury - a communal area - as
well as an upstairs. 

In the family space, where children play and
adults gossip while sipping tea, Rabeya Akhter
recalls how she clambered out of the house when
her brother-in-law shouted “Fire! Fire!” just after
midnight on December 12, 2016.  Her family lost
valuables worth about $600 when their TV, PC
monitor, wardrobe and other furniture burned to
ashes. They managed to get credit of more than
$3,600 to rebuild their home, mostly from
Dhaka-based micro-finance institution DSK.
Shah Alam, who co-owns a two-storey home, has
used metal netting for corridor walls and plastic
roofing in parts to ensure it is ventilated and

well-lit - an idea partly his own and partly from
the volunteer architects. 

Like Akhter’s father-in-law Siddiq Howladar,
70, who moved to Dhaka from the southern is-
land-district of Bhola, many of Sattola’s resi-
dents migrated from coastal Bangladesh, where
land erosion and floods are common, poverty is
pervasive and jobs are rare. Dhaka alone at-
tracts an estimated half a million rural migrants
seeking employment each year, according to the
World Bank. Almost one-third of its population
of 18 million lives in slums. Government figures
show some 20,000 fires occur annually in
Dhaka. But the cause often remains unknown,
and the blazes get little international attention.
Residents of the capital’s Kalyanpur slum sus-
pected a fire that gutted dozens of homes in
early 2016 was started deliberately to remove
them from land owned by the ministry of hous-
ing and public works, local media reported.  It
happened a day after a court order to halt an
eviction that had sparked violence between in-
habitants and police. — Reuters
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DHAKA: Children play on an access road in Sattola slum, near Mohakhali in Dhaka. —Reuters 

Indian radio 
hosts highlight 
human trafficking
CHENNAI: With human trafficking on the rise in India, some radio
hosts are using their programs to raise awareness and help listen-
ers spot traffickers. In the Indian capital, New Delhi, radio host
Ginnie Mahajan will talk trafficking on her award-winning show
“Suno Na Dilli” (Listen Delhi) this weekend. “We want Delhi to
know that many of these girls working in their houses are reported
missing by their parents,” she said. “We need Delhi to know that
girls are being forced into this trade.”

Human trafficking in India rose by almost 20 percent in 2016
against the previous year, Indian government data shows. More
than 60 percent of the 23,117 victims rescued were children. Forty-
five percent of victims were trafficked for the purposes of forced
labor and 33 percent for sexual exploitation, according to the data.
“If we only checked details of the women around whom our lives
and kitchens revolve we could actually stop the crime,” Mahajan
told the Thomson Reuters Foundation by phone from Delhi.

Radio has become an important tool in spreading awareness,
campaigners say. “It lets people know what is out there, the sheer
horror of such a crime and how close to home it is,” said Adrian
Phillips of anti-trafficking charity Justice and Care, which collab-
orates with radio stations. While Mahajan’s show reaches urban
Indians in the capital, a community radio station in the southern
state of Karnataka recently went on air with a special program
devoted to human trafficking.

Keerti S Chougala, a host on Nammura Banuli (Our Village

Radio), said she was aiming to educate her nearly 400,000 lis-
teners on the impact of the crime, as well as how to spot traffickers
and report cases. “We wanted to tell women and girls in the region
about this in a simple way and raise awareness,” Chougala said.
Run by charity Women’s Welfare Society, the show is broadcast
across more than 400 villages in Belgavi district. In November, a
young trafficking survivor shared her story on Akaashwani radio
in the eastern city of Kolkata.

An aspiring singer from Bangladesh, she told listeners how
traffickers had promised her “starlit dreams” of becoming a
singing sensation in India, and then trafficked her to a brothel.
Phillips said radio is ideal for sharing trafficking stories, because
survivors can speak about their experiences anonymously, “with-
out fearing repercussions from criminal networks.” Radio also al-
lows listeners to connect intimately with survivors, he added. “It’s
a real person speaking up and more importantly speaking out,”
Phillips said.—Reuters 


