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The Dhaka Urban Food System Atlas 20231

The Dhaka Urban Food System Atlas of the Dhaka metropolitan area is a comprehensive 
and detailed spatial representation of the food system in the urban and peri-urban areas 
of Dhaka, the capital city of Bangladesh. This Atlas has been prepared as part of the 
Support for Modelling, Planning and Improving Dhaka’s Food System (DFS) Project, a joint 
initiative of the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) and the 
Government of Bangladesh. This project aims to support evidence-based decision-making 
to improve food security, nutrition, and sustainable agriculture in Dhaka as a megacity. 

Food systems transform constantly. Accompanying transforming food systems requires 
institutional innovations to redesign the structures for incentives and tackle the negative 
impacts on human health and the environment. The DFS project offers directions and 
pathways for the coordination, collaboration, collective vision, innovative policies, and 
leadership that are essential to transform Dhaka’s food system so it can be a leading 
example of a dynamic and sustainable metropolis. 
 
This atlas provides a holistic view of the food system, including production, processing, 
distribution, consumption patterns and disposal. It maps the locations of different food-
related actors and infrastructure, such as markets, storage facilities and processing units. 
It also analyses the distinct factors that affect food security, such as food prices, food 
safety and environmental impacts.

The Dhaka food system project and the atlas are particularly timely given the rapid urbanization 
and population growth in Dhaka, which are putting significant pressure on the city’s food system. 
The project and the Atlas aim to provide data-driven insights that can inform policies and 
interventions to improve food security, nutrition and sustainability in Dhaka metropolitan area. 

Overall, The Dhaka Urban Food System Atlas of Dhaka metropolitan area is a crucial 
resource for researchers, policymakers, and practitioners interested in food security, 
urban agriculture, and sustainable development in the context of rapidly growing cities in 
developing countries.

Introduction
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Figure 1. Food system model 
Source: Derived by the author from Foresight4Food, 2019, The Dynamics of Food Systems – A Conceptual Model, Oxford, UK.  
https://foresight4food.net/the-dynamics-of-food-systems-a-conceptual-model/
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Figure 2. Urban population growth in Dhaka 
 
Sources: United Nations. 2022. World Population Prospects 2022. New York. Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division. 
https://population.un.org/wpp/ 
 
Macrotrends. No date. Dhaka, Bangladesh Metro Area Population 1950-2023. Seattle, USA.  
https://www.macrotrends.net/cities/20119/dhaka/population

Moreover, major uncertainties linked to climate change, natural disasters, environmental 
degradation, pollution, biodiversity loss, environmental footprint, unequal income 
growth, disease outbreaks, price volatilities, and unstable global food markets add 
complexity to the trajectories of change. Responding to such a myriad of challenges 
and ambitions requires a holistic food systems approach and cannot be addressed by 
single disciplines, institutions, departments or sectors.
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Figure 3. Ward boundaries of the four city corporations. After extending the boundary of Dhaka South and North City Corporation, the 		
                four cities have 213 wards. 
                Source: Elaborated by the authors from City Corporations’ data, 2020 
                Base map: Population and Housing Census, 2021, Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics, Bangladesh
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Figure 4. Land-cover changes (2000–2020) 
Source: Satellite imagery analysis (2000–2020) 

Base map: Population and Housing Census, 2021, Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics, Bangladesh 
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Satellite images have been analysed to understand 
the urbanization trend over time in Satellite images 
have been analysed to understand the urbanization 
trend over time in the four city corporations.  
 
With Dhaka’s food system components, the 
nutritional status is analysed for urban areas so as to 
understand how the current food system scenario is 
exacerbating increased overweight and obesity.   
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Figure 5. Nutritional status of adult women, with more people suffering from obesity and overweight
Source: USAID. No date. Demographic and Health Surveys Program. Washington, D.C., United States Agency for International Development. 

https://dhsprogram.com/

The Dhaka Urban Food System Atlas aims to guide stakeholders; it provides an
evidenceinformed, long-term collective perspective, outlining key aspects of 
how Dhaka’s food system can contribute to safe and nutritious food, health 
and well-being. Hand in hand with the Dhaka Food Agenda 2041, the Atlas will 
also support policymaking and urban planning by the National Government and 
Dhaka Division’s City Corporations, while also guiding all relevant stakeholders.





The Dhaka Urban Food System Atlas 202311

These plans help identifying the potential impacts of future scenarios on 
the food system, including opportunities and challenges associated with 
different infrastructure changes. It was also sought to identify the key 
policy and intervention areas that can support the development of a more 
sustainable and resilient food system in the Dhaka Metropolitan Area. 

Moreover, this project, with the technical collaboration of Wageningen 
University and Research (WUR) developed two policy planning tools 
(InteractiveGIS and Food System Foresight Dashboard) to assist decision-
makers with comprehensive information and future modeling of the urban 
food system. Highlights of these two models have been included in this atlas.  

 Drivers of the Dhaka food system 

The food system is intertwined with human and natural systems, and various 
external drivers and trends within these systems shape its behaviour and 
development. However, each actor in the food system is impacted in various 
ways by these drivers, resulting in different reactions. These drivers include 
population, income, wealth, consumption preferences, technology, markets, 
environmental factors and politics. The food system’s outcomes can be 
grouped into three principal areas: economic and social well-being, food 
and nutrition security, and environmental sustainability. In the Dhaka Urban 
Food System Atlas , the drivers are analysed with data collected from primary 
and/or secondary sources on demographic information, consumption and 
market patterns. 
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Figure 6. Ward population
Source: Derived from WorldPop population estimation 2020 

Base map: Population and Housing Census, 2021, Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics, Bangladesh

The ward population has been estimated based on the WorldPop population estimation 
for 2020. The data has been adjusted to match the United Nations’ population.
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Figure 7. Ward poor population
Source: Elaborated by the author from GHDx, Child Nutrition Survey of Bangladesh 1995-1996, Global Health Data Exchange, 

https://ghdx.healthdata.org/record/bangladesh-child-nutrition-survey-1995-1996 

Base map: Population and Housing Census, 2021, Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics, Bangladesh

Ward wise poor population numbers have been estimated based on the poverty 
maps of the World Bank. The data provides the sub-district level percentage of 
the poor population. Each ward’s total population has been multiplied by its sub-
district level poor population percentage for the estimation.  
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Figure 8. Urban poor settlements 
Source: Elaborated by the author from UNDP, 2019, National Urban Poverty Reduction Programme 2019, New York, United Nations 

Development Programme, elaborated by the author 

Base map: Population and Housing Census, 2021, Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics, Bangladesh

The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) prepared the urban poor 
settlements database. However, the data does not cover the extended portion 
of Dhaka North City Corporation (DNCC) (Ward 37–54).
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Figure 9. Population growth projection for Bangladesh  

Source: SSP. No date. Dhaka Food System Dashboard, 2023. Shared Socioeconomic Pathways.  
https://tntcat.iiasa.ac.at/SspDb/dsd?Action=htmlpage&page=10 

Income and population growth
Projections show an increase in population growth, although with a reducing speed of 
increase after 2030, reaching a population of nearly 200 million by the decade of the 
2040s, as modelled Wageningen University and Research in the framework of the DFS 
project. The contextual baseline is constructed based on the middle-of-the-road shared 
socioeconomic pathway (SSP2) up to 2050 in which gross domestic product (GDP) and 
population growth are the key drivers.
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Figure 11. Income per capita projection of Bangladesh 

Source: Manufacturing Advocacy and Growth Network model, Dhaka Food System Dashboard, 2023 

Figure 10. Population growth projection in Dhaka division 
Source: GOB. 2023. Dhaka Food Agenda 2041. Dhaka, Government of the People’s Republic of Bangladesh. 
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Figure 12. Average income per household projection for Dhaka 
Source: FAO & WUR. 2023b. Socio-economic modelling tool of Dhaka Food System. Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations and Wageningen University and Research.  
https://michielvandijk.shinyapps.io/dhaka_fs_db/#section-baseline.

As per the modeling in the DFS project, the average yearly income per capita in the city 
corporations of Dhaka Division is projected to grow at a similar rate as the baseline 
scenario. Both the bottom and top 10 percent of household incomes will increase, but 
income inequality is expected to remain a feature of income evolution. Income and 
population growth patterns are important drivers of the outcomes of the projected 
model for food consumption and dietary change.



18

©
 FA

O/
Fa

ha
d 

Ka
iz

er



The Dhaka Urban Food System Atlas 202319

Figure 13. Stunted children 
Source: Source: Elaborated by the author from GHDx, Child Nutrition Survey of Bangladesh 1995–1996, Global Health Data 

Exchange, https://ghdx.healthdata.org/record/bangladesh-child-nutrition-survey-1995-1996 

Base map: Population and Housing Census, 2021, Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics, Bangladesh

The estimation was calculated by multiplying the ward population with its 
respective sub-district level stunting rate. Since malnutrition in slums is 1.3 times 
higher than the national level, the stunting rate for slum residents is considered 
as being 1.3 times higher than for others. 
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Figure 14. Underweight children 
Source: Elaborated by the author from GHDx, Child Nutrition Survey of Bangladesh 1995–1996, Global Health Data Exchange, 

https://ghdx.healthdata.org/record/bangladesh-child-nutrition-survey-1995-1996 

Base map: Population and Housing Census, 2021, Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics, Bangladesh

The number of underweight children has been estimated using the same method 
as for the number of stunted children.
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Figure 15. Major wholesale markets 
Source: Elaborated by the author from FAO & the Global Agriculture and Food Security Programme, 2020, Missing Middle 

Initiative Project. 

Base map: Population and Housing Census, 2021, Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics, Bangladesh

FAO and the Global Agriculture and Food Security Programme Missing Middle 
Initiative (MMI) project identified 11 Major wholesale markets, which were 
surveyed to collect information on the amount of food transactions in these 
markets.
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Dhaka city’s markets, including Chawk Bazar and New 
Market, were already bustling with activity 100 years 
ago. According to historian Sharifuddin Ahmed, Chawk 
Bazar was one of the most important commercially 
active centers in Dhaka during the British colonial 
period; the main markets in Dhaka during the British 
colonial period were around Chawk Bazar. It was 
famous for its traditional cloth shops, where people 

Dhaka city markets
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could find high-quality cotton, silk and muslin fabrics. However, New 
Market, established in 1904, quickly became one of the most popular 
shopping destinations in the city. It was known for its modern stores 
and shops that sold Western-style clothing and other consumer goods. 
These markets were hubs of activity, with vendors shouting out their wares, 
haggling with customers, and exchanging goods and money. The streets around 
these markets were often crowded with people, horses, and carts, making it a 
lively and bustling place to be. Overall, the markets of Dhaka city 100 years ago 
were vibrant and essential centers of commerce and trade. There were also 
markets in the northern part of the city, such as Lalbagh bazaar and Shakhari 
bazaar, which sold a variety of goods, including fresh produce. Overall, while 
information specifically on fresh markets is limited, it is likely that such 
markets existed in various parts of Dhaka during that time. (Ahmed, 2012).1 
 
The 1880s photograph of Dacca, which is now known as Dhaka, was taken 
from an album named Architectural Views of Dacca, consisting of 13 prints by 
Johnston and Hoffman. Dhaka’s prominence dates back to the seventeenth 
century when it served as the provincial capital of the Mughal Empire and was 
a major trade centre, particularly for fine muslins. The city has an ancient 
history that is mostly obscured, but it was under Islamic rule by the thirteenth 
century, first by the Delhi Sultanate, then by independent sultans of Bengal. 
The Mughals took over Dhaka in 1608. During the eighteenth century, the 
Nawabs of Bengal made Murshidabad their capital, and Dhaka’s population 
decreased. However, as the fortunes of the Nawabs declined, the power of 
the East India Company became a new factor.

Figure 17. Chawk Bazar in 1885
Source: Johnston and Hoffman. 1885. Architectural Views of Dacca. 

1 Ahmed, S. 2012. Dhaka: From Mughal outpost to metropolis. Dhaka, University Press Limited.  
   (http://www.uplbooks.com/book/dhaka-mughal-outpost-metropolis)
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In 1904, Fritz Kapp captured a photograph in Dacca, which is 
now known as Dhaka, as part of an album that contained 30 
prints from the Curzon Collection. The photograph portrays a 
view of Chowk, also known as the marketplace, in Dhaka, with 
the shop roofs visible in the foreground. Chowk Bazar was at the 
centre of the old city of Dacca and the narrow roads surrounding 
it were lined with old buildings that housed a plethora of shops. 
The bustling streets were filled with various vehicles, mainly 
rickshaws.

Figure 18. Chawk bazar in 2023
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Figure 19. Chawk Bazar in 1904
Source: Fritz Kapp. 1904. Architectural Views of Dacca.






























































































































































