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INTRODUCTION

Urban Migration

In an increasingly urbanized world, the global challenge is to ensure that cities provide safe

and healthy living environments, thriving economies and social benefits for diverse groups for
generations to come. Today, more than half the world’s population lives in urban areas, with
almost 90% concentrated in Asia and Africa. The trend towards urbanization is set to continue,
with city dwellers expected to account for 68% of the world’s population by 2050. In addition, it
should be noted that 24.2% of the world’s urban population lives in slums, mainly concentrated

in three regions: Central and South Asia (359 million), East and Southeast Asia (306 million) and
Sub-Saharan Africa (230 million) (UN, 2020). When examining the drivers of urban growth, one
of the main factors to consider is urban migration. The United Nations defines urbanization as the
process by which people move from rural areas to cities in search of economic, social, political
and environmental opportunities. The decision to migrate is a multi-faceted one, shaped by both
“push” factors associated with conditions in the country of origin and “pull” factors associated with
the perception of life in the destination country, as described by Lee in 1966.

Today, in Bangladesh as in global migration trends, economic factors such as employment
opportunities and social considerations such as marriage and education are the main drivers of
migration. However, the influence of climate change and the resulting alterations will amplify
the emergence of an ongoing trend, characterized by environmental migration. Pender’s 2008
research highlighted the changes expected in Bangladesh as a result of climate change, including
rising temperatures, increased rainfall and flooding, intensified cyclones, prolonged droughts

and rising sea levels. These changes will affect the country’s food security, water resources and
biodiversity, with serious consequences for agriculture and ecosystems.

Meanwhile Bangladesh is already highly vulnerable to climate change, with 171 devastating
natural disasters between 1970 and 2005 (WEDO, 2008), the consequences of climate change
are unprecedented and will have socio-economic repercussions. The Centre for Global Change
(CGC) (2008) lists six main impacts. Firstly, an increase in the number of socio-economic
disasters, including loss of life, increased hardship for vulnerable populations and significant
damage to human settlements and national infrastructure. Secondly, increased threats to
agriculture, fisheries and livestock have a detrimental effect on the nation’s livelihoods and food
security. In addition, the rural exodus is reducing income opportunities and productive activities.
In fact, while for Khatun et al. (2021) migration can be presented as a “strategy to find desirable
livelihoods in a new destination by escaping the environmental risks and vulnerabilities of origins”,
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Fig. 2: Man-Made Island
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the challenges in terms of adaptation in the place of destination should not be overlooked. (Rana
and Ilina, 2021). In addition, the consequences of rural exodus are affecting the rapid expansion of
urban areas, in particular the access of the urban poor to drinking water and sanitation, affecting
the accessibility of resources and the effectiveness of aid programs and safety nets. Finally, global
warming and increasing heat waves will aggravate health risks, particularly for children and the
elderly. (World Bank, 2000).

As a result, these impacts underline the urgent need to address the consequences of natural and
man-made disasters on human settlements and access to housing. This situation affects millions of
people every year, with no end in sight. With the increase in the world’s population, the escalation
of economic and social crises and climate-related disasters, millions of people have become
refugees and internally displaced persons. This situation can be observed all over the world, and
particularly in the Global South. Many current events illustrate this situation. For example, in Latin
America, with the migration of populations from rural to urban areas due to economic conditions
and the search for better living conditions, or in Asia, with the impact of climate change on
housing conditions, forcing populations to move to safer locations. Closer to home, in Europe, the
consequences of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 have led to an escalation of the
Russo-Ukrainian war and the movement of Ukrainians across Europe to seek refuge. The list goes
on. Continuously and repeatedly, we can observe a common trend of displacement towards urban
areas, seen as places where better living conditions can be offered and where more people can be
accommodated. However, urban areas do not have unlimited resources, and global urban growth
is increasing the need for suitable, affordable housing.
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Fig. 3: Women of the
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PROBLEM STATEMENT
Migration, Vulnerabilities & Gender Disparities

“Gender is one of the most significant indicators of vulnerability”
(Alston 2013; Lane and McNaught 2009; FAO 2007b; Neumayer and Pluemper 2007).

Because everyone is different in terms of knowledge, skills, power relations, gender roles, health,
wealth, race/ethnicity, age, physical abilities and disabilities, migration and its impacts have
disproportionate consequences (GSC, 2008). Thus, the ability to anticipate, cope with, resist
and recover from the impact of a natural hazard or an economic-induced migration depends

on one’s vulnerability. The term vulnerability is used to define the variable impacts of life. In

her book (2015), Alston characterizes vulnerability indicators by gender, poverty, educational
disadvantage, reduced access to services, lack of employment options and other aspects of
socio-economic disadvantage. In this research, I refer to the vulnerabilities that Enarson (2000)
calls “social vulnerability”, defining that people’s differential access to and control over resources
are closely linked to their ability to survive and recover from change. As such, women and girls
are disproportionately affected by urbanization challenges due to their economic, social, and
health vulnerabilities. Urbanization has exacerbated gender disparities in urban contexts, limiting
women’s and girls’ access to resources, education, employment, and services.

Women and Girls, a Vulnerable Group

Over the 57% of the world’s population living in urban areas, 26.8% of them are women and girls.
(World Bank, 2015) Yet, despite being half of the world’s population, women and girls are often
marginalized. In 2013, two-thirds of the world’s illiterates were women and girls, who at the

same time earn 10% of the world’s income and make up 70% of those living in extreme poverty
(UNICEEF, 2013; Global Poverty Project, 2013). In addition, according to the UN Women, UNDP
and Pardee Center for International Futures prospective report, it is estimated that by 2030, 416
million women and girls will be living in extreme poverty, compared to 401 million men and boys.
Although the gender gap narrowed over the past decade, a substantial gap remains in many parts
of the world, particularly in the least developed countries (LDCs). In fact in 2022, 388 million
women worldwide will be living in extreme poverty, 62.8% of them in sub-Saharan Africa, followed
by Central and South Asia (20.9%), Latin America and the Caribbean (5.3%), North Africa and West
Asia (5.1%), East and Southeast Asia (4.8%), and less than 1% in Europe, North America and Oceania
(UN Women, 2022). On top of that, major events such as COVID-19, natural disasters and wars
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Fig. 4: Man gathering at a Tea
Shop, Women behind, Dhaka,
Bangladesh (Author, October
2023)
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severely affect the informal economy, which employs the vast majority of the working poor. In
addition, women’s vulnerability is exacerbated by the loss of control over natural resources such
as water, means of production, information and decision-making, the collapse of educational and
employment opportunities, and increased exposure to hazardous conditions. (Dankelman, 2010).

“Bangladeshi women are lagging far behind than their male counterparts. Women’s and
men’s responses to these crisis situation, as well as their abilities to cope with them to a
very large extent reflect their status, roles and positions in society: because of gender based
inequalities, girls and women are typically at higher risk than boys and men”

(UN, 2004; Enarson, 2002).

In Bangladesh, gender disparities and related problems persist in various aspects of life, from
education and healthcare to violence against women and early marriage. These problems
are deeply rooted in cultural practices and societal norms. Men have a stranglehold on land

ownership, decision-making roles, production, leadership and trade, while women face constraints

linked to restrictions on their mobility known as Purdah, cultural norms, legal constraints and the
dominant influence of the Islamic faith. In addition, the acceptance of violence against women,
dowry practices and early marriage perpetuate gender disparities. As Connell (2011: 7) notes,
“men and boys play a central role in shaping gender equality”. Moreover, strong limitations are
embedded in the sexist social customs of Bangladesh, where women are expected to conform

to practices such as wearing saris, nose rings bearing the symbol of their husband’s family, and
being submissive. They often have to be accompanied by a male member of their family outside
the home and, unfortunately, violence is considered commonplace. Purdah, the custom of
protecting women from the sight of unrelated men, is particularly widespread in rural areas. As

a result, women in Bangladesh face problems related to nutrition, infectious diseases and access
to healthcare, with purdah customs often requiring the presence of a male escort during medical
visits.

Urbanization and Impacts on Cities

Global urbanization has led to more than half the world’s population living in cities, bringing
economic and social opportunities but also intensifying challenges related to living conditions,
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Fig. 5: Governemental-
provided Social Housing
Versus Urban Settlements,
Dhaka, Bangladesh (Author,
October 2023)
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poverty, and sustainable development, disproportionately affecting marginalized groups,
particularly women and girls. The existing gender-based disparities in urban contexts, perpetuated
by unequal access to resources, educational disadvantages, limited employment opportunities,
and cultural norms, exacerbate the living conditions of vulnerable groups and their access to
affordable, adequate, and secure housing. Therefore, providing adequate and affordable housing
for urban populations is a pressing challenge in Bangladesh, where the current system relies
mainly on private land ownership, while government-provided social housing remains limited
and inaccessible for many. This lack of government-provided housing has stimulated the growth
of private housing structures, contributing to middle-class income generation but at the expense
of the poorest communities, leading to the emergence of informal settlements in the urban
landscape and on the outskirts of the city, where people face inadequate living conditions with
limited access to resources and services.

In light of this, there is a growing recognition of the need to adopt a gender-based approach in
urban design and development. By doing so, design can address these disparities by empowering
marginalized communities, and enhancing overall urban living conditions. The integration

of gender-sensitive principles in urban planning and development can provide opportunities

for women and girls to actively participate in decision-making processes, access education,
employment, and services, and ultimately, contribute to poverty reduction and sustainable urban
development.
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RESEARCH QUESTION
Enhancing Living Conditions through
Gender-based Design

As urban environments evolve, it is essential to explore the positive effects of a gender-based
approach to urban design on social integration, economic growth, and sustainability for all.

This research seeks to investigate the potential benefits and challenges of such an approach,

its impact on gender disparities, and its overall effect on urban well-being. As such, following
Charles Correa’s statement to promote land redistribution and social reform in villages, in order to
increase their retention capacity (Correa, 1989), this research focuses on the dynamics and impacts
of migration from rural areas to the urban settlements of Sylhet City and how can gender-
responsive urban and housing design contribute to habitat improvement of urban poor
migrants in growing second-tier cities like Sylhet, Bangladesh?

This research question can be broken down into sub-questions:

Migration

How are the living conditions in migrants’
places of origin carried over to their place of
refuge in the city, necessitating adaptation to
their new living conditions?

To what extent is the degree of trauma
experienced by migrants influenced by their
reasons for migration and how design should
carefully respond to individual needs?

Gender-based Issues

What vulnerabilities did women and girls face
in their place of origin, and how were they
transferred to their destination?

What vulnerabilities do women face in second-
tier cities?

To what extent do gender-based inequalities
exacerbate vulnerability?

Development & Urban Integration
To what extent could contributing to
habitat improvement in terms of livelihoods,

social integration, access to housing and

infrastructure benefit poor urban migrants, and

could consequently benefits the whole?

How can flexible and adaptive design in

response to ongoing crisis better address the

need for income generation in urban housing?

How can gender-responsive design can benefits

the whole, in terms of:

- improving the quality, affordability, and
accessibility of housing for urban poor
migrants

- promoting social integration and
community building in urban settlements

- improving access to employment and
economic opportunities for urban poor
migrants

- supporting the development of small
businesses, informal enterprises
through entrepreneurship in urban poor
settlements

- ensuring access to inclusive social services
and education for all
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Few articles and studies focus on the living conditions of different categories of migrants (climate-
induced, social-induced, and economic-induced), and rare are the ones dealing with the specific
conditions of women and girls in informal urban settlements in the city of Sylhet, Bangladesh.
However, a large number of articles worldwide deal with the topic of migration more generally,
sometimes focusing on migrants’ settlements in informal urban settlements in the city of Dhaka
and Sylhet. It has to be noted that articles discuss the conditions of women economic migrants in
slums because of their wider presentation, but few focus on climate-induced, political-induced,
and social-induced migrants. In this section, I would like to present the knowledge gathered
through the literature review that has helped define the framework of this research. Articles
present different information on slums of the city of Sylhet, such as the origins of migrants and
their pull and push factors, the living conditions of the urban poor, the economic situation of
women in these areas, as well as their health status and hygiene behavior. In addition, the analysis
of case studies enables an understanding of the impact of women’s empowerment on economic
development and social justice in different locations.

The Impact of Migration on Urban Living Conditions: Case Studies of Bangladesh’s Urban
Settlements

First of all, the reasons for migration today concern unemployment in rural areas, coupled with job
opportunities in the city, which drive impoverished rural residents to migrate to the city of Sylhet,
resulting in a gradual influx into the city’s slums. Sylhet’s settlements differ from those in other
regions in that they are relatively recent, most being less than two decades old. Notably, urban
slums and squatter settlements in Bangladesh generally occupy public land, but in Sylhet they are
mainly located on private property (Islam et al. 2016). The majority of migrants engage in informal
employment and reside in various slums. Around 97,676 people, or 27% of the city’s population,
currently live in 756 slums and squatter settlements (BBS, 2022). Overall, the population density in
Sylhet’s slums is particularly high, at 831 people per acre, which has a significant impact on living
conditions.

According to surveys by Khan et al. (2014) and Islam et al. (2016), slums face problems such as
limited access to education, overcrowded and unhealthy living conditions, high population density
and inadequate housing. Families often share overcrowded, one-room homes and communal
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bathrooms, with no separation by gender. Although progress has been made in slum drainage
and garbage disposal, problems persist, leading to unsanitary conditions and the transmission of
disease.

In addition, slum dwellers are made aware of family planning, but religious beliefs sometimes

raise doubts about these methods. Improving general conditions in the slums and overcoming
religious barriers to family planning are essential steps forward. Poverty is widespread among slum
dwellers, mainly due to illiteracy and a lack of motivation to improve their situation. Dependence
on government aid perpetuates this cycle, hindering self-sufficiency. Moreover, the health care
situation in Sylhet’s urban slums is challenging, with issues related to sanitation, clean water, and
reproductive health. These challenges are compounded by limited education and economic
instability. Efforts to improve health and hygiene practices in these areas are crucial.

In fact, Islam et al. conducted a survey in the urban slums of Sylhet in 2016 involving 93
participants from Ward 10, an area with a high concentration of slums out of a total of 151, revealed
several health-related challenges faced by women in these slum areas. These challenges include
inadequate sanitation, lack of clean drinking water, and limited access to reproductive health
facilities. Lack of education and economic instability further compound the issues. The study also
found that the majority of slum dwellers allocate a significant portion of their income for food
rather than prioritizing health and hygiene. Women in these slum areas often suffer from various
diseases due to poor living conditions, lack of clean water, and unhygienic practices.

An other study from 2014 by Raihan et al. showed that the health care situation of migrant slum
women in Sylhet, particularly in areas like Sheikhghat, Bagbari, and Kadamtal, is dire. Only around
16% of the slum residents have access to sanitary latrines, and basic facilities like sanitation, clean
drinking water, and reproductive health services are scarce. Malnutrition, poor water quality, and
inadequate sanitation lead to health issues among pregnant women and girls, including intestinal
worms, anemia, and other complications. The majority of slum women lack education, and there is
limited access to health care services, leading to various health problems.

In addition, Hussain et al. (2019) survey focus on adolescent girls in slum areas the health
challenges they are faced to. These girls often do not practice proper personal hygiene and are not
well-informed about vaccinations and other health care aspects, including adolescent pregnancy.
Access to modern health care services is limited due to cost and long waiting times, leading many



to opt for local pharmacies or traditional healing methods. The study suggests that coordinated
efforts by government departments, city authorities, and NGOs are needed to improve the health
care and hygiene practices of slum-dwelling adolescent girls.

Gender-based Theory on Women’s Empowerment

The concept of gender was theorized by researchers in the late 70s, when the differences between
women and men were no longer represented on the basis of their sex, but based on inequalities
socially constructed by patriarchal norms and expectations. Gender refers to the socially
constructed characteristics associated with being a woman, a man, a girl or a boy, encompassing
norms, behaviors and roles that can vary from one society to another and evolve over time. (World
Bank, 2023). By understanding the socially constructed place of women and girls in society, it
provides a framework for understanding the needs and challenges of women’s empowerment.

The empowerment of women encompasses economic, social and political determinants (S. Dhar,
2023). It involves the process where women acquire knowledge and skills, overcome challenges,
and access valuable resources (Cornwall, A, 2016). The intertwined relationship between

women’s empowerment and gender equality is often considered essential, with progress toward
one contributing to the other. In their research W. Wei and T. Sarker (2021) associate women’s
empowerment with five indicators, such as household decision-making power, gender attitudes
and beliefs, physical mobility, control over resources and relative freedom from family domination.
Consequently, women’s empowerment is seen as a dynamic process in which women need both
resources and a sense of agency such as decision-making power, financial control and freedom of
movement to achieve better equality.

“As women gain more equality in the economic sphere, the effects of poverty on families can
also be reduced. The World Bank (2007) states that studies from developing and developed
countries “consistently show that when mothers have greater control over resources, more

resources are allocated to food and to children’s health (including nutrition) and education.”
(Women Watch, 2009)

Numerous papers have proven the beneficial impacts of women’s empowerment for economic
development and social justice worldwide (McKinsey Global Institute, 2015; World Bank, 2007,

19
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J.Njuki, S. Eissler et al., 2022; Inter-Parliamentary Union, 2019). The literature on Bangladeshi
context bring a framework of possibilities for the development of this research. Indeed, a fairly
recent trend has emerged in Bangladesh since 2006, where the percentage of women migrating
overseas has been rising steadily, with around 19% women among Bangladeshi migrant workers in
2015. In most cases, migration is motivated by the need to escape poverty and limited employment
opportunities in their home countries. Interestingly, despite earning less than men, women tend
to send a higher percentage of their earnings back to their families. Studies from the UN Women
Policy Brief (2013) show that even low-skilled female workers send between 70% and 80% of
their income, surpassing men’s contributions. Moreover, remittances provide social capital such
as ideas, skills and networks, which contribute to socio-economic development, human rights,
gender equality and women’s empowerment in their home countries. At the same time, they have
beneficial effects on the household by improving educational opportunities and healthcare for
migrants’ children, which can open up new prospects for the next generation (UN Women, 2018).

In addition to that, Bangladesh has made significant progress in women’s economic empowerment
in recent years. More women are participating in the labor market, migrating to cities, and
becoming visible in public spaces. This has led to some breaking down of job market segmentation
and narrowing of the wage gap between men and women. F. Jhuma(2023) has written an article on
the role of microcredit in the suburban areas of Sylhet in relation to women’s empowerment. From
this article, it emerges that the microcredit program offers support for overdue payments and was
launched in Bangladesh in the mid-1970s. Microcredit programs have experienced remarkable
growth, particularly among female beneficiaries, motivated by the desire to empower women in
male-dominated households and prevent the misuse of money. While these programs have had

a positive impact on women’s tangible gains, such as education, property and spousal support,
they have also led to intangible developments in areas such as women’s empowerment, voice and
gender relations. Microcredit has enabled women to pursue their chosen professions, leading to
financial stability and social mobility. However, women still face obstacles, such as the need to
obtain permission from the head of the family, even if they themselves are heads of household,

and household decisions are often influenced by socio-cultural attitudes within the community.

In view of the progressive implementations in the context of this research, the capability

theory, social exclusion theory, and intersectionality theory all provide useful frameworks for
understanding women’s economic empowerment in Bangladesh. Indeed, the capability theory



suggests that women’s empowerment should focus on expanding women’s capabilities, or the
ability to achieve certain things (Robeyns & Morten, 2023). Social exclusion theory suggests

that women’s empowerment should focus on reducing women’s social exclusion, or their lack of
social ties and connections (K. Dufty, 1995). Finally, intersectionality theory suggests that women’s
empowerment should focus on addressing the multiple forms of oppression that women face,
such as poverty, gender discrimination, and caste discrimination (D. Atewologun, 2018).

21
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Leaders During Interview
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METHODS

The framework for this research was provided by an analysis of the literature, which offers a
wealth of information on the health problems of women and adolescents, as well as on general
living conditions in the informal settlements of the city of Sylhet. However, data on women who
have migrated to Sylhet are still very incomplete. Moreover, articles dealing with the influence
of women’s empowerment on poverty reduction in Bangladesh will serve as a solid basis for the
development of the design hypothesis.

One of the main research methods involves on-site observations and data collection, carried out
during a field visit to Sylhet and Dhaka in October 2023. Sylhet’s existing environment will be do-
cumented through a series of videos, photos, sketches and interviews with local stakeholders and
residents. Different ecosystems will be explored during the fieldwork, each with distinct condi-
tions and consequences for residents’ livelihoods.

Furthermore, the fieldwork provides on-site case studies analysis with the opportunity to meet
Mahmuda Alam, who works with slum dwellers in Dhaka and Jhenaidah through the POCAA
collective. By visiting two settlements on the outskirts of Dhaka and talking to women commu-
nity leaders and residents, it is possible to gain first-hand sources and a deeper understanding of
research methods and design solutions for improving urban settlements. Additionally, the analysis
of case studies of different but similar contexts where women’s empowerment strategies have pro-
ven beneficial for poverty reduction will add a valuable layer of analysis to this research in order to
understand design possibilities.

In addition, another research method is to analyze existing site patterns and features through
mapping. Inspired by the work carried out by Jan Rothuizen in his book «Refugee Republic, the
chosen site will be fully mapped, incorporating all the ideas and background data gathered on
site and during online interviews with landowners, local residents, students and professors from
Sylhet’s Shahjalal University of Science and Technology.
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