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Adaptable Portable
Modular housing for urban poor, Dhaka, Bangladesh

Taking on the challenge of how to house the urban poor, the 
project proposes a modular system of dwelling units for mar-
ginalized neighborhoods in the rapidly-growing city of Dhaka. 
The dwellings can easily adapt to the changing needs of their 
inhabitants and either grow or reduce according to the size of 
the family at a certain point in time. Moreover, the units can 
be dismantled when slum dwellers are evicted and reassem-
bled in a new location. Made of bamboo and recycled materi-
als, the dwelling’s modular components and panels are suffi-
ciently light to be easily transported.

The jury applauds the author for her courage to take on one 
of the most difficult contemporary problems in city planning 
and urban design – the question of how to house the under-
privileged masses in an age marked by growing discrepancies 
between rich and poor. Whereas many contemporary solutions 
exist, the submitted scheme incorporates the issues of im-
pending eviction and eradication of informal settlements by 
offering a system that is both “adaptable” and “portable”.
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Context Architecture, building and civil engineering
Client Low income population of Dhaka
Background Research project

Nusrat Jahan Mim, architect, Bangladesh University of Engi-
neering and Technology, Dhaka, Bangladesh 

Image 1: Ensuring mass production by using local manpower, technology, and 
material of adaptable-portable dwelling units. Land owners or community 
people build the supporting frame and service block. Each family will build 
and plug in their own. Possible clusters, ensuring penetration of daylight and 
ventilation will be shown in design catalogs. Area of a unit has been deter-
mined from contextual and ergonomic study.

Image 2: 1. Temporary, two storied structure, consists of series of rooms (monthly 
rent USD 40-100); 2. Dangerous staircase leads to upper floor; 3. Rented room 
(1.8x2.4m) for a family of four, with no natural light or ventilation; 4. Common 
bath (for gents); 5. Common kitchen; 6. Existing community interaction 
space; 7. Income generating activity done by community people; 9. Narrow 
lane flanked by rooms for rent; 10. and 11. Participation of community people 
in design process. 
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Image 3: Low-income settlement areas (formal/informal) of 
Dhaka, existing problems, and objectives to be achieved. 

Image 4: Exploring materials for a module. 

Image 5: Plan and section of a module. Image 6: Distribution of functions in a cluster, allowing day-
light and air flow.

Image 7: Movable wall, door and window allow modules to join 
in different formats to accommodate larger families.

Image 8: flexibility in cluster development and section of a 
typical module.

Image 9: Social sustainability was one of the prime concerns of 
the design process.

Image 10: Experimental construction of a module (1:1 scale), 
90% of which is built from recycled materials.

More at www.holcimawards.org/projects/adaptable-portable  


