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ABSTRACT: Due to the increase in migration to Dhaka city every year, it is undergoing rapid growth in 
the area of urbanization and consequently the new settlements, housing development projects and 
slum areas are all adding to the environmental impact. Due to the elevated price and scarcity of land, 
the city is developing both vertically in the city centre and horizontally towards the northern outskirts. 
Unfortunately in most cases the application of proper urban planning and development regulations is 
not being effectuated. Both old and new developing areas often have left over or unplanned spaces, 
otherwise known as „urban grey pockets‟, which are becoming a threat to the environment as well as 
the society. In this paper, the author aims to address this issue through the means of a case study and 
proposes several ideas that can be taken into consideration with regards to the implementation and 
improvement of sustainable design in order to take change of the current situation. If the current 
situation is to improve, the application of proper design guidelines and regulated standards is 
imperative.  

Conference theme: Urban and landscape studies, Architecture and the environment 
Keywords: Green-urbanism, grey-pocket, sustainability. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Dhaka, the capital city of Bangladesh is one of the most densely populated cities in the world (details are provided in 
the Table 1). Dhaka has 400 years of golden history to offer. Culturally, politically, socially and economically it has 
always been the centre of attraction. Due to the allure of the capital city and the main business district, people from 
all over the country come here on the search for settlement and livelihood. Thus the city has become extremely 
contested for urban planning on space and form arena.  

Table 1: Dhaka Metropolitan City 

Characteristics Detail 

Country Bangladesh 

City Dhaka 

Type Capital 

Coordinates 23°42′0″N 90°22′30″E 

Population 17.6 million 

Area 360 km
2
 

Water 48.56 km
2
 

                                    Source: (Wikipedia, 2012) 

In Dhaka, it is very common to observe a range of people from a variety of social groups gathering together. The 
diverse group attempts to establish control over urban spaces, which represents a greater concern with personal 
interests and benefits rather than pubic profit. Consequently, the unauthorized and unplanned development is giving 
rise to many grey spaces resulting in haphazard constructions of residential, commercial and industrial areas, which 
do not give any proper characteristics or definition to the spaces. Thus with the increase in development of 
structures, the growing grey areas are neither an acceptable, nor an ignorable urban situation. 
 
A significant number of small unregulated urban spaces, as well as water clogging are becoming a major 
inconvenience in the central areas of Dhaka which has to be solved through guided urban planning. Often the 
situation is such that no one wants to take the responsibility for the maintenance or preservation of these spaces in a 
regulated manner; nonetheless they wish to take advantage of them.  Even claimed or government owned small 
spaces become grey, dark or dead spaces due to the lack of care and conservation.  
 
Concerned groups (architects, planners, designers and the city council) are coming together with the aspiration of 
improving the situation. The Government has also introduced plans to achieve sustainable development in order to 
improve the quality of the capital city‟s grey spaces. Unfortunately, in reality, the necessary measures are not taken 
as seriously as they ought to be. The ideal practice is to ensure the best use of land without neglecting the smaller 
urban pockets. Although at the planning level the management and distribution of land is sufficient, spaces are still 

http://toolserver.org/~geohack/geohack.php?pagename=Dhaka&params=23_42_0_N_90_22_30_E_type:city(7000940)_region:BD
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Source:(Kayes, 2008) Source:(Wasif, 2010)  

Figure 1: Space between two buildings, example of grey spaces in Dhaka city 

grey due to the ignorance of the users and city council. For that reason, action must be taken as soon as possible in 
order to transform these grey areas to green pockets. 
 
In this paper, the author briefly analysed the current urban scenario of Dhaka. The subsequent case study is one of 
the reflections of the potential solutions, which also presents some sustainable design proposals based on both 
environmental and social strategies to face this issue. The proposals are mainly design ideas, which can be taken 
into consideration for dealing with the urban grey spaces. The spaces can be designed according to the expected 
user demand in order to make the grey spaces socially safe and welcoming. The active participation of the 
community could play a significant role solving this problem.  
 
The rest of the paper is organized as follows: Section 1 describes what grey spaces are, who the usual occupiers are 
and their impact on the environment. Section 2 contains the planning purpose, objective, control group regarding the 
issue. Section 3 describes a case study in the relevant field. Section 4 includes the proposals which can be taken as 
design solutions. Section 5 elucidates how the solution will help the environment and society, and finally section 6 
consists of concluding remarks with future research direction. 
 

1. LITERATURE REVIEW 

Research addressing the „unban grey pocket‟ has gained significant attention nowadays than ever before due to 
increasing impact of urban grey pocket in socio-economic life of people in many cities around the world.  Most of the 
works in the literature mainly focus in identifying the example of loose and grey spaces and how they are creating 
impact on the particular community with some findings of effectiveness. Collecting more practical data on relevant 
topic is still a gap to fulfil in future research. 
 

Green Urbanism is by definition interdisciplinary; it requires the collaboration of landscape architects, engineers, 
urban planners, ecologists, transport planners, physicists, psychologists, sociologists, economists and other 
specialists, in addition to architects and urban designers (Lehmann, 2011).  

In the urban fabric, “Grey Spaces” occur in gaps of what is planned, controlled, financed by authorities or simply 
built by private developers in irregular or unplanned ways, occupying and setting up small businesses on land that 
has remained vacant for a long time or with poor accessibility or space used for dumping waste (Kayes, 2008).  

Grey space is defined as the built environment, incorporating buildings, pavements and roads. These were 
traditionally seen as being of limited benefit to biodiversity and were rarely ever designed with biodiversity 
considerations in mind (UEP, 2011).  

A non-profit organization in Portland called „The City Repair Project‟ converted a street intersection into a 
neighbourhood public square with the intention to make it ecologically sustainable society (Bloom & Bromberg, 2004). 
Praça Cantão, Favela Painting project, Brazil‟s hillsides was successfully done by Jeroen Koolhass and Dre Urhahn,  
by bringing art and beauty to the built environment and engaged local youths to paint murals over 7000 sqm of the 
public square, thirty four surrounding houses, streets and the interior of a popular samba studio in the Santa Marta 
settlement (Smith, 2011). This development of the grey spaces surely has become green by putting positive impact 
on people‟s life and gave them sense of belonging.  
 

2. GREY SPACES IN DHAKA 

2.1. Creation of grey pockets in Dhaka city 

RAJUK (Rajdhani Unnayan Kartripakkha) is the Capital Development Authority of Bangladesh. The way RAJUK, 
other public sectors, developers and owners deal with the land often creates confusion and conflicts the main 
interest. Most of the cases in Dhaka city, the planned residential areas are no longer used as residential spaces only. 
Commercial and industrial buildings occupy the land, giving rise to multipurpose developments, which result in 
unused, unoccupied or left over spaces. Such spaces are rarely taken under any design consideration, thus 
becoming grey pockets for the urban areas. These areas have almost no maintenance and supervision, which 
eventually triggers the occupation of land by the city‟s impoverished or anti-social communities and the 
transformation of these spaces into crime zones and even environmental waste dumps.  
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Source:(Rahman, 2011) 

Figure 3: Urban building, slum area and waste dumping 

Source:(Halchal, 2010) Source:(Mike, 2009) 

Figure 2: Poorly used footpath & the heritage building 

Figure 1 shows some real example of grey spaces in Dhaka city. Very narrow space between buildings sometimes 
works as play zone for children (left) and sometimes waste dumping zone (right). The spaces are mostly the unused 
zones between commercial, residential or industrial structures. Even the small-scale green land such as the corners 
of any park or street, islands etc. can now be defined as grey pockets.  

2.2. Occupier 

Everyday Dhaka city is more readily receiving rural and coastal migrants than any other city in Bangladesh. The city 
is developing fast and is offering more jobs and opportunities, which attract people from different sectors. Due to 
economic factors and also the scarcity and elevated cost of land, most of the rural migrants are becoming slum 
dwellers and some of them are totally homeless and living on the streets. Often they start inhabiting these grey areas 
due to their fear of the unanticipated loss of their shelter. There are also many unemployed people who occupy these 
grey spaces, which due to have lots of waste material, lack of daylight and damp environment can even become 
popular locations for drug dealers and criminal activities.  

Figure 2 shows how people occupy the footpath and the very inefficient use of the heritage building. Small economic 
movements, such as street tea corners, newspaper stands, flower shops etc., are sporadically involved in these 
places. However, in most of cases the business owners do not take care of the land due their lack of sense of 
belonging. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.3. Environmental problems caused by grey spaces 

Dhaka city already faces multiple environmental problems; grey spaces are only worsening the situation and making 
the livelihood increasingly unpredictable. The government is not taking sufficient effective measures to solve the 
problem. The most alarming problems in direct relation to grey areas are addressed below: 

2.3.1. Slum Area 

Due to the increase in migration from the rural and coastal areas, the slum zones are subject to rapid growth. The 
slum people are the urban poor and their economic status is inhumanly low, causing them to inhabit areas where the 
environmental conditions are very poor. Starting from the water, land quality, dwelling, and environment; everything is 
unhealthy. The narrow, grey and unhygienic spaces force the urban poor to live in a brutal way. 

2.3.2. Waste dumping 

The popularity of grey spaces as dumping sites for various kinds of wastes, such as solid, clinical, human, industrial, 
etc. can be frequently observed. It is estimated that only 50%, about 1,800 tons of waste, is dumped at the Matuail 
(official waste dumping zone) and unofficial sites. Of the remaining waste, about 900 tons are used in backyards and 
landfills, 400 tons are dumped on the roadside and in open space, 300 tons are recycled by the rag pickers, and the 
remaining 100 tons are recycled at the generation point (APO, 2007). Although the city council removes the waste, 
they later dump it in other open spaces or any waste disposal zone. Most of these areas are open, hence the 
unregulated dumping cause serious air pollution. Figure 3 shows how slum areas, city buildings and waste dumping 
sites are co-existing.  
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2.3.3. Water clogging 

Often the form and shape of the small grey areas are the reason for the obstruction of water flow. The rain water and 
grey water congestion, due to the inability of water to flow through the area causes the site to become the breeding 
zone for mosquitoes, potentially resulting in the outbreak of diseases such as „Dengue Fever‟. In old Dhaka, the 
riversides are a very good example of water pollution where industrial, along with residential untreated liquid waste, 
flows directly into the river causing pollution. As a result of which the bio-diversity is under a huge threat. 

3. PLANNING FOR THE SOLUTION 

The public needs and demand for the space would play as the key factor throughout the planning. Keeping in mind 
the need to respect the fabric, culture, environment and public behaviour, the grey pockets should be designed in 
such a way that they will provide a refreshing area or economic hub for the society. Simultaneously allowing the 
direct or indirect involvement of the community in the developmental process.  

2.1. Planning Purpose 

The main purpose of the planning is the transformation of the grey spaces in Dhaka city in order to create green 
pockets which respond to both the environmental and social needs. 

2.2. Process 

This process aims to engage urban citizens, the main target group being design students, architects, planners and 
social workers. Initially a small number of the best designs/ideas, guided by the city planners and architects, could be 
constructed as prototype design solution on a practical site. Eventually the local community will be encouraged to get 
involved with the project in order to make this effort a success. 

2.3. Planning Objectives: 

o Give a meaningful environmental pattern to the urban unused or grey spaces    

o Encourage the production of new ideas for urban planning issues 

o Create some urban small refreshing spaces 

o Encourage people to become aware of the city‟s design 

o Engage the urban impoverished community 

o Give design students the scope to work practically  

o Improve the quality of life  

o Apply sustainable design ideas with the prospect of increasing the awareness of climate change and 

environmental impact 

o Reduce crime zones  

o Increase plantation 

 

2.4. Planning control group 

It is essential to be aware of who the controlling authority of the planning issue is. As with all other developing cities 
Dhaka has its government planning body named RAJUK (Section 1.1). However, the random growing structures and 
unplanned small-scale urban pockets are the real example of the mismanagement and bureaucratic problems of the 
authority.  

Now it is time for the private as well as the public sectors to take initiative. The planning should be undertaken in such 
a way that architects, planners, students, designers and community people can all work together. As people from 
each sector of the society should be able to participate in the development of their much loved city.  

While working in a particular community, the benefit to them has to be emphasised so that the society becomes 
willingly involved in the process. Design students from various universities can play a vital role in the project by 
influencing people with their innovative ideas (example case study in section 3). Whatever they do, there should be a 
designated qualified planning authority, such as the government, the private sector or any voluntary group that would 
control the overall steps for avoiding any kind of mismanagement. This kind of environmental planning movement 
always demands self-inspiration and public awareness. It is essential that the community is aware of the positive 
impact of the project so that they will become more willingly engaged.  

4. CASE STUDY  

Despite the fact that there are very few people actively working in this sector, their new ideas and innovative designs 
motivate the society in a positive manner. Table 2 shows the brief of the case study in Mohakhali, Dhaka, 
Bangladesh, described below. The area in which the site is located between two structures is one of the most 
important commercial zones in the city centre. The architect tried to accommodate the client (who had been living the 
area for a long period of time) in an improved and healthy living environment. The design focus was to ensure an 
increase in daylight and cross ventilation in the zone due to energy crisis. The connecting plan gave the grey space a 
new life. 
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Source:(Kayes, 2008) 

Figure 5: Detail drawing of the case project 

Source:(Google, 2012)  Source:(Kayes, 2008) 

Figure 4: Site, before and after image of the case (urban grey space) 

Table 2: Project brief 

Characteristics Detail 

Designer  Md. Imrul Kayes 

Client  Imran and his father, Akhtar Hossain 

Location In between 67 and 68 Mohakhali, Dhaka – 1212, Bangladesh 

User group Imran and his family 

Number of 
beneficiaries/users: 

Directly, Imran and his family of 12 members. Indirectly, thousands of micro-
entrepreneurs across Dhaka who are using urban unused space. 

Cost/Cost per unit: USD $640 

Area 1.5‟ x 30' 
                                                                                                                                                                          Source:(Kayes, 2008) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4 shows the Google map image of the site location with the surrounding cityscapes as well as the previous 
and present condition of the project. Fig. 5 illustrates the plan and sectional detail of the project.    

The designer says, despite the continuing debates about its development, it is increasingly being recognized as a 
key to promoting growth and/or reducing poverty. It provides income for the poor and a safety net in times of 
crisis. This small scale enterprise which thrives in these grey spaces contributes in the social process by 
increasing the interaction between people and using the urban unused spaces. Thus, making the neighbourhood 
more attractive and also, redefining the public spaces, which are closely related to their activities. As a concluding 
remark I want to say “these occupants are actually helping to restructure and revitalize our cities and I don't think 
these spaces are dead, it‟s just changing. They activate the dead spaces, and break down boundaries between 
the public and the private. The blurring of boundaries leads to new ways of conceptualizing these areas‟ (Kayes, 
2008). 
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Source:(Arquitectura, 2011) Source:(Plabon, 2012) Source:(McDermott, 2009) 

Figure 6: Vertical garden, wall art, street side landscaping  

The project above (Figure 5) is a very small-scale, albeit successful design solution of an urban grey pocket, 
undertaken with the direct help of architecture students from BRAC University, as well as local community members. 
This low budget project enabled an impressive increase in the standard of living conditions for these people. The 
sectional analysis (Figure 5) shows how the daylight penetration and cross ventilation systems are active inside the 
built form. The upper level also has some small-scale vegetation. The inhabitant now has a strong sense of 
belonging, which has lead him to maintain the space with proper care and allows him to run a small-scale tea shop 
from his home.  

With the marked increase in urbanization, comes the surge in appearance of grey areas. The main reason behind 
this being rapid population growth in conjunction with comparatively slower economic development. There is no 
particular shape of these pockets and due to lack of proper maintenance, ownership, daylight, cross ventilation these 
spaces are readily becoming an urban problem. However, as witnessed in the aforementioned case, minor 
improvements can bring them back to the life.  

5. PROPOSALS FOR TRANSFORMING GREY POCKETS TO GREEN POCKET 

The defined grey pockets described in the previous sections in the metropolitan areas of Dhaka have great potential 
to shape the city in both social and environmental way. The metropolitan council and RAJUK have a planning policy 
with very few implications in the practical field. Having said that, the private sectors, younger generation and media 
are very aware of the high demand for breathing pockets.  

The cultural fabric of Dhaka city has a history of making it vibrant in all aspects, yet the surrounding environment is 
predominantly occupied by urban development. Hereinafter are various design concepts that can be evaluated to 
make urban grey pocket to green pockets: 

1. Conservation measures can be taken for the socially sensitive areas providing easy accessibility, coherent 
planning, plantation, safe path route, bright lighting. 

2. Various design plans should call for different sectors from the society for intensive use of the grey pockets. 
3. Various social activities such as small-scale cafe, exhibitions, competitions, social gatherings should be used to 

actively promote these lively and useful spaces for the society. 
4. The grey pockets can be transformed into small scale economic hubs to allow the unemployed urban poor to run 

their own business with a sense of belonging and maintain the space for their own good. 
5. The very narrow space between two buildings can be open for cross ventilation. If sunlight is available, vertical 

landscape from found material can be a design solution (Figure 6). 
6. Street side grey pockets can be treated in such a way so that the space receives good accessibility from the main 

pedestrian. Paved surface can be introduced in a way to allow people access there and can have some sitting 
arrangement (Figure 6). 

7. The narrow dark areas may have artificial lights to make the way more welcoming and safe. The renewable way 
of generating energy such as solar panels could be taken into consideration in this regard. 

8. The vertical dead walls can be painted with artwork, whether it is graffiti, social messages or any other creative 
design ideas (Figure 6). 

 
9. Introducing landscapes and vegetation on the side of footpath as a good step towards a green city.   

10. Vegetation can be added on the rooftop, walls and perimeter of the building, which has direct solar access. 
11. Introducing soft surfaces, which will allow grass to grow and enable the rainwater to flow directly into the soil. 
12. Consider even the smaller spaces with regards to the landscape design solution. 
13. One of the key considerations will be issue of safety. To ensure public safety general movement has to be 

confirmed throughout the design solution. 
14.  Due to its tropical climate Bangladesh has six beautiful seasons. Each season is representative of a different 

colour and fragrance, which would enable the designer to incorporate the use of flora and fauna in order to create a 
more lively setting. Depending on the season the plants will change the colour of the grey pockets, ensuring 
vibrancy through the use of different patterns of flowers, vegetation, birds and overall bio-diversity. These will be 
maintained through the planning on a different scale. 

15. Some privately owned grey spaces could be used for parking, which will also help owners to generate income. 
16. The grey areas under the flyovers can be designed in a way, which increases urban beautification (Figure 7). 
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Source:(Star, 2004) Source:(Indiamart) 

Figure 7: Under the flyover space can be treated in a way showing in the image on right 

 
 

 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
All of the above ideas can be summarized and focused in following issues: 

o Sustainable design issues: daylight, cross ventilation, rain water collection, vegetation 

o Sustainable material selection  

o Eco-friendly design guideline considering biodiversity 

o Financial sustainability 

o Less energy consuming design solution 

o As less as possible design maintenance 

 
6. ENVIRONMENTAL AND SOCIAL IMPACTS 

The transformation of the grey spaces to green spaces will have a direct positive impact on the city environment. 
Introducing photovoltaic panels, rain water collection (where possible), vegetation, bio-diversity will help to deal with 
the variation in climate. Most of the building roofs in the city are flat which can hold tremendous amount of rainwater. 
The small grey spaces in between buildings can serve as rain water collection tanks. As Dhaka is a major flood prone 
zone, the rainwater collection will also help to reduce the after effects of flooding, as well as the demand for a clean 
daily water supply. The treated water could then be used for toilet flushing, watering the garden, washing cars etc. 

Improvement of grey pockets will be beneficial for the whole urban community as it will ensure more safety and allow 
the urban poor to develop their economy thus becoming more financially stable. Small-scale entrepreneurship will 
develop the micro economy and play a significant role in the general improvement of the urban society. The city will 
be cleaner and neater, encouraging people to take more care of even the tiny unused grey spaces, which are 
ultimately part of the society. The urban poor from the slum area will also be benefitted, due to the comparatively 
healthier living environment, which will hopefully result in the significant reduction of social crimes and more job 
opportunities, created throughout the duration of the project will help raise the economic standards of these 
communities.  

7. CONCLUSION 

Compared to the huge scale of main developed lands, grey pockets are often negligible, however when combined it 
is evident that these areas are ultimately becoming a huge environmental issue for the city. The ignorance towards 
these developments comes not only from the city council but also from the private owners. Nonetheless, with the 
implementation of proper urban planning initiatives as well as detailed innovative ideas, such as those discussed in 
this paper, a huge improvement can be made in order to ensure the environmental sustainability of these spaces. 
Awareness from all sectors and consciousness from very early education level are both factors that play an important 
role in helping to better shape the society. The design ideas can serve as a prototype so that the successful example 
can be repeated in the future. Proper care of these spaces can contribute to the community to enable a better 
sustainable social and environmental living. A more detailed analysis through intensive local and international case 
studies is a part of future work.  
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