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Forward to the 2" Edition

In the three years since we wrote the first version of this report, we have been working
steadily on the issue of noise pollution, along with a committee on the reduction of noise
pollution, consisting of 10 NGOs. We have gained much press attention on the problems
caused by noise pollution and the need to reduce it. The Ministry of Environment has
prepared a draft set of regulations to reduce noise pollution. Highly polluting two-stroke
baby taxis have been banned.

But how much has actually changed? The number of motorized vehicles on our streets
has increased. Honking has by no means decreased. Brick-breaking machines continue
to disrupt studying and sleep in residential neighborhoods. Stores that sell music
continue to blast out sound, and generators continue to roar. The draft regulations have
not been passed, and the growing awareness of the need to reduce noise pollution has
resulted in no concrete action.

Meanwhile, consider the effects of the new law on tobacco control. Within days of
passage, the words “fifty taka” were enough for people to understand that they had no
right to smoke in public places and on public transport. Smoking on buses has rapidly
declined, and people now protest more confidently when others attempt to smoke. Surely
such a change is also possible with noise pollution—a situation in which the mass people
can help in enforcing new regulations, as they themselves will be the main beneficiaries
of those regulations.

We are again printing this report, with some changes in the text. This report does not
contain new research, and some of the issues mentioned—such as problems caused by
tempos and hydraulic horns, or lack of media attention to the issue—are no longer or less
of an issue (unfortunately, while CNG baby taxis are much less polluting than their two-
stroke cousins, they are extremely loud).

We hope to raise sufficient interest in the problem of noise pollution to bring about actual
changes that will result in a reduction of noise. We do not accept that Dhaka will
inevitably be noisier than is safe for health. We believe that positive changes can occur,
and that institutional and legal changes are needed in order to bring about change at the
individual level.

We encourage all the readers of this report to consider how you can contribute to
bringing about the changes that will make Dhaka a quieter, more livable city, so that in
the 3" edition of this report, we can show how well-enforced regulations can bring about
positive change and a more livable, quiet city.

--The authors

Note on English version: This represents a partial translation of the Bengali report.
There are some differences between the two reports in the presentation of information.
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Report Highlights

97% of students reported that their studying is disrupted by horns.

86% of the general population considers noise pollution a big problem; only
1% said it is not a problem.

Among the general population, 78% experience aggravation, 71% experience
headaches, 49% bad temper, 43% difficulty concentration and trouble sleeping,
and 33% experience hearing problems from noise pollution.

45% of drivers say they honk in traffic jams.

The general public strongly supports actions to reduce noise pollution, with the
vast majority supporting improved traffic control, banning industrial activity
and brick breaking machines in urban areas, placing limits on the decibels
allowed in different areas, and banning miking for processions, advertising,
and election campaigns.

Key Recommendations

In order to reduce noise pollution in Bangladesh, we must work together, as
NGOs, media, and concerned individuals, to change our own behavior and to
encourage the government to:

a

O

000000 D

Enforce existing laws on noise pollution.

Institute a system of fining drivers for honking in quiet zones and for honking
unnecessarily elsewhere.

Completely ban the use of machines to break bricks.

Ban the use of miking for elections campaigns, processions, and advertising.
Ban polluting industrial activity in urban areas.

Place larger signs banning honking in quiet zones.

Place and enforce limits on decibels in urban areas.

Improve traffic control.

Encourage non-polluting forms of transport (rickshaw, bicycle, walking), as an
increase in those forms will also lead to a decrease in noise.
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Introduction

Efforts to improve our urban environment are critical for quality of life. It is perhaps too
easy to accept that life in a densely-populated city will involve various forms of
suffering, and that civility is not something we can expect from others. By being passive
about the problems we face, we fail to seek solutions. How much wiser to consider the
extent to which we are enhancing existing problems by failing to address them, and begin
to take action for positive change. Precedents exist: the High Court ban on the use of
hydraulic horns in the city, followed by BRTA’s decision to expand the action throughout
the country. Polythene bags have been banned. A strong tobacco control law has been
passed. Where people are reluctant to behave in a manner that will benefit the
environment, and the health of others, government can step in and pass laws and
regulations that will change people’s behavior. Such a measure is urgently needed to
reduce noise pollution.

Noise pollution is not only an aggravation, but also a serious health risk. The WHO has
established maximum allowable levels of noise, above which people are harmed; it is
widely known that in many parts of Dhaka city, those levels are regularly exceeded.
Regular exposure to high levels of noise damages hearing. Noise pollution can also
increase stress and blood pressure, cause troubles sleeping and concentrating, and lead to
bad tempers and fights. Noise pollution can also be reduced, through passage and
enforcement of laws, and increasing of public awareness about the problem and ways to
reduce it.

WBB Trust is committed to improving the environment of urban Bangladesh. WBB
decided to conduct research into the issue of noise pollution, in order to understand more
about the magnitude of the problem, and the extent of public support for resolving it.

This report is divided into two sections. The first part presents our research findings from
two focus groups, and a survey of 2,500 people (students, drivers, and the general
public). The second part presents further information about noise pollution, and
recommendations to reduce it and help make Dhaka a more livable and healthful city.

We hope you will find this report informative and useful, and that it will help you to take

fruitful measures to reduce noise pollution. We welcome your comments and
suggestions!
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PART I: RESEARCH

Methodology

Survey

During the months of May and June 2002, WBB surveyed a total of 2,500 people—500
drivers, 1,000 students, and 1,000 members of the general public—to understand their
opinions about noise pollution, the problems they experience, and what they feel should
be done.

The questions were designed by a team of WBB researchers, as a result of extensive
discussion of the causes of noise pollution, and potential problems. Fieldtesting led to a
refinement and revision of the questions. A one-day workshop was organized to train the
survey researchers in data collection methods. The results were then entered into MS
Access and analyzed by WBB staff.

Focus group

In order to gain better understanding of people’s feelings about noise pollution, WBB held two
focus group discussions in May and June 2002. One was a mixed group of office workers,
students, and drivers; the second was of bus drivers.

Results

Survey: students

One thousand (1,000) students from 33 schools around Dhaka (including in Motijheel,
Mirpur, Tejgaon, Uttara, Farmgate, Lalmatia, and Dhanmondi) were interviewed. Just
over half (52%) were boys and 48% were girls. The students ranged in age from 13-19,
and were studying in Class 8-12. While most (74%) of the students were in the age range
13-15, more girls than boys were in the 16-19 age group.

Percentage of Boys and Girls
in Each Age Group

Oboys
M girls

13-15 16-19
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Most of the students traveled to school either by foot (40%) or by rickshaw (37%). Boys
were more likely to travel by foot than girls (48% of boys vs. 30% of girls), and girls
more likely than boys to travel by rickshaw (45% of girls vs. 30% of boys). Educating
students to come to school by foot or bicycle would greatly reduce traffic jams, which are
now a serious problem around schools. To ensure that such an effort is effective with
girls as well as boys, a program of “walking school buses” (in which groups of students
walk together, with adults as escorts) could be introduced to guarantee girls’ safety.
Encouraging students to walk or bike to school would have other significant benefits as
well, by increasing physical activity for the students and their adult escorts, thus reducing
the problem of diabetes and other health effects from overweight and lack of exercise; it
would also increase social opportunities for students and adult escorts, thereby improving
mental health as well. Meanwhile, if students are encouraged to ask their parents not to
honk, it is important to remember to work with female as well as male students.

Transport to school

401

304

% 201

10

Boys and girls responded similarly when listing the three main causes of noise pollution. The
most commonly mentioned causes were car horns (93%), miking (65%), baby taxis (38%), and
brick-breaking machines (33%). However, all forms of noise pollution received a fair number of
responses, indicating that students experience noise pollution from a range of sources, with horns
being the major source.

Three main causes of noise pollution
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Students experienced a range of problems from noise pollution, including aggravation (73%),
headache (70%), and difficulty concentrating (60%). Nineteen percent or more also suffered from
bad temper, problems hearing, and trouble sleeping. Noise pollution is clearly a significant source
of annoyance and trouble to students in Dhaka.

Problems experienced from noise pollution
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The problems students experienced from noise pollution varied somewhat by sex, with
girls complaining more of headache (76% of girls vs. 63% of boys), aggravation (77% vs.
69%), and difficulty concentrating (67% vs. 54%), while boys were more likely to
complain of problems hearing (29% vs. 22%). There was almost no difference between
the sexes for the other problems mentioned.

Problems experienced from noise pollution
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Significantly, almost all students—97% of both boys and girls—said that their studying is
disturbed by honking. While this survey could not measure the extent of the disturbance, the
finding is certainly troublesome—that the ability of students to concentrate on their studies is
regularly affected by noise pollution. This should be a major concern not only for individual
parents who wish to see their children succeed academically, but for the government, since the
future well-being of the nation will in large part depend on the achievements of the current
generation of students. This finding alone is enough to warrant taking strong action to reduce
honking of horns.
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Studying disturbed by horns
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Most students (76% of girls and 63% of boys) felt that bigger signs telling drivers not to honk are
needed to reduce noise pollution. A significant portion (37% of boys and 24% of girls) also felt

that other measures are needed to reduce noise pollution.

What needs to be done to stop noise
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Studying disrupted by horns

Sriti is an honors student at Lalmatia College. Her home is next to a big road. She suffers
continually from the harsh noise of horns. She is in the habit of doing her studying late at
night, when trucks and buses often drive by, blaring their horns.

Late at night, while concentrating on Shakespeare, her deep concentration will suddenly be
broken; sometimes the noise is so loud and sudden that she will leap from her seat.
Afterwards, she often finds it difficult to regain her former state of concentration.
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Survey: General public

Of the 1,000 members of the general public surveyed, 83% were male and 17% were female.
(Since all the interviewers were male, it was easier to get responses from men than from women.)
The respondents were mostly young, with 47% aged from 20-29 and a further 26% from 30-39.

Respondents by Age
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Most of the males surveyed worked in offices (38%), businesses (28%), or were students
(26%). Most of the women were students (47%), housewives (30%), or worked in offices
(21%).

On most questions, the responses were nearly identical for men and women. Significant
differences are mentioned where they occurred.

Profession by Sex
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Almost all those interviewed felt that noise pollution is a problem, with less than 1% (7 people)
saying that noise pollution is not a problem. Among both sexes, on average 86% considered
noise pollution a big problem, and 13% an average problem. More women than men considered
noise pollution a big problem (94% vs. 84%), with men more likely to label it an average problem
(15% vs. 5%).
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Is noise pollution a problem?
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The respondents were fairly knowledgeable about the problems that can result from noise
pollution. They were asked to list as many problems as they are aware of, without
prompting from the interviewers. The most commonly mentioned problems were
headache (mentioned by 69% of the respondents) and aggravation (68%), followed by
bad temper (49%), difficulty concentrating (43%), problems hearing (42%), heart
problems (42%), trouble sleeping (39%), and problems in child development (35%).
Women were more likely to mention headache (75% vs. 68%), and men bad temper (51%
VvS. 42%).

What problems can result?
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The respondents themselves personally suffered from many problems caused by noise pollution.
The problems they most commonly mentioned as experiencing were aggravation (78%),
headache (71%), bad temper (49%), difficulty concentrating (43%), trouble sleeping (43%), and
hearing problems (33%). Women were more likely than men to mention headache (80% vs. 69%)
and difficulty concentrating (54% vs. 41%). In general, the problems mentioned as being caused
by noise pollution, and the problems experienced, were very similar, suggesting (as further
indicated below) that most people know about noise pollution from their own experience.

Problems experienced
from noise pollution
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When asked to mention the three main causes of noise pollution, men and women gave
almost identical responses. The most common cause mentioned was car horns (96%),
followed by miking (61%), baby taxis (45%), industry (35%), tempos (28%), brick-
breaking machines (19%), and public gatherings (13%).

Three main causes of
noise pollution
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There was almost universal agreement among the general public about the need to raise
awareness (99%) and pass a law to reduce noise pollution (94%).

What needs to be done
to reduce noise pollution?
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Raise awareness Pass a law

Most respondents (77% of women and 72% of men) felt that hydraulic horns should be
banned in the whole country; 28% of men and 23% of women felt they should be banned
in big cities only. Only one respondent said they should not be banned anywhere.

Government should ban
hydraulic horns:
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In terms of other action that the government should take, 98% of respondents felt that traffic
control should be improved and industrial activity banned in urban areas. In addition, 93% felt
that brick breaking machines should be banned in urban areas. Other measures also received high
levels of support, with 87% feeling that limits should be placed on the decibels allowed, 85%
feeling that miking should be banned in processions, 83% feeling miking should be banned in
advertising, and 66% feeling that miking should be banned for election campaigns. Clearly, laws
to reduce noise pollution would gain a tremendous amount of public support, and encounter very
little opposition.
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What should the govt. do?
100+ = 87

8-5 3
801
% 604 OYes
‘218 1 ENo
ollls [br o5 b8 | B i ONo opinion
% % b & L. 9 Q
/)% S %, Yo, %, Q.
S 0 2 S 2. %
% To, Dy P & %, 0
0 S, Z9 %) ]
%, 5 % Py O
7 % %

The most common source of information on noise pollution was personal experience (55%). A
third (33%) of respondents mentioned learning about noise pollution from TV and newspaper;
9% from radio, 4% from word of mouth, and 2% from other sources. There is clearly much room
to increase the attention given to noise pollution through the media.

Source of information
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When asked if any organizations are working on noise pollution, only 35 respondents (4%) said
yes; 39% said no, and 58% said they didn’t know. This represents a significant gap between the
perceived size of the problem, and the knowledge of organizations working to address it.
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Are any organizations working
on noise pollution?
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Survey: Drivers

Of the 500 drivers surveyed, all were male. Most were aged 30-45, the rest being between
14 and 29 or over age 46.

Respondents by age
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Most of the drivers (59%) were moderately educated. 25% were well educated, and 15% were not
educated.

Level of Education

educated somewhat none
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There were some differences in age by level of education, with the less educated drivers in this
sample tending to be older. Half of the educated drivers, but only 29% of the uneducated drivers,
were aged 14-29; similarly 4% of the educated, but 17% of the uneducated, were aged 46 or
above.

Level of education by age
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The vehicle most commonly driven by the respondents was a private car (26%), followed by
minibus (13%), bus (11%), baby taxi (11%), truck (9%), tempo (9%), other (8%), maxi (7%), and
motorcycle (6%).

Type of vehicle
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Most of the educated drivers drove a private car (45% of the educated) or motorcycle (23%), with
those with some education being most likely to drive a private car (24%) or minibus (18%), and
the uneducated mostly driving a tempo (23%), truck (22%), or baby taxi (20%).
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Type of vehicle
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When shown a picture of a sign banning honking, 92% of the respondents could correctly identify
it. However, there was a significant difference in knowledge by level of education, with 98% of
the educated and 95% of the somewhat educated understanding it, but only 70% of the
uneducated. Since trucks—which have some of the loudest horns—are mostly driven by the
uneducated, efforts to restrict honking in certain areas should be accompanied by a campaign to
educate the uneducated about the meaning and importance of the signs.

Understood no honking sign
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When asked if they had ever seen the no-honking sign in Dhaka, only 25% of drivers said
they saw it often, with 64% saying they see it occasionally, and 11% saying they never
see it. This suggests a need to increase both the number and the size of such signs, to
make them more visible to drivers. However, simply making the signs more visible is
unlikely to prove effective if drivers know that they are highly unlikely ever to be
penalized for honking in quiet zones. Instituting fines—which could be collected by
traffic policies, local authorities (including school teachers and hospital workers), and
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even the general public—since they are after all the sufferers from the noise pollution—
could greatly reduce the incidence of honking in quiet areas.

See no honking sign
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Again, there were significant differences by education, with 40% of educated drivers, 22% of
somewhat educated, and only 18% of uneducated drivers saying they see the sign often. The
results are similar for occasionally seeing signs banning honking—67% of somewhat educated
vs. 56% of both educated and uneducated drivers—but for never seeing the signs, the results are
again quite different—4% of the educated, 8% of somewhat educated, and 33% of uneducated
drivers say they never see signs banning honking.

See no honking sign
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Similar differences existed by educational level, in terms of the perception of the seriousness of
the problem of noise pollution. While overall 76% of drivers felt that noise pollution is a big
problem, 20% an average problem, and 4% that it is not a problem, the educated were far more
likely to perceive it as a serious issue.
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Is noise pollution a problem?

=

80
% 40-/
20
0O
Big Average No problem

While the majority of drivers in all educational categories consider noise pollution a big problem,
this view was held by 94% of the educated, 73% of the somewhat educated, and only 57% of the
uneducated. Less than 1% of the educated, and 4% of the somewhat educated said it is not a
problem, but over 10% of the uneducated drivers did not consider noise pollution a problem.

Is noise pollution a problem?
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When asked to name the three main causes of noise pollution, the drivers answered
similarly to the general public, although they were slightly less likely to mention car
horns (91% of drivers vs. 96% of the general public) and miking (50% vs. 61%), and
more likely to mention industry (41% vs. 35%). Still, it is important to note that the vast
majority of drivers as well as the general public perceive car horns as the greatest cause
of noise pollution; efforts to reduce noise pollution thus must specifically address
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honking. Since drivers themselves both suffer from and contribute to the problem,
awareness is clearly not enough; penalties must be introduced and enforced to prevent
drivers from the constant, unnecessary use of their horns.

Three main causes of noise pollution
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Results also varied by level of education among the drivers, with the most significant differences
being for public gatherings (mentioned by 31% of the uneducated and only 13% of the educated)
and baby taxis (30% vs. 46%). Differences also occurred for mention of tempos (25% of
uneducated vs. 36% of educated) and car horns (87% vs. 95%).

Three main causes of noise pollution
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Most drivers were aware that honking is banned in front of hospitals (97%) and schools
(94%). Only 33% said that honking is banned in front of government offices, and 19%
mentioned other places. While there was little difference by education for hospitals and
schools, 40% of educated versus only 26% of uneducated drivers said that driving is
banned in front of government offices.
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Places where honking is banned
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Drivers were presented with different situations, and asked if they honk a lot, a little, or don’t
honk in those situations. In the perception of the drivers, they most often honk to pass other
drivers or to go more quickly. They felt they honked a little to a lot at rickshaws and at
pedestrians. Surprisingly, 45% of drivers admitted to honking a lot or a little in traffic jams;
another reason to honk a little (presumably because they only return home at the most a few times
a day) was to open the gate of their home. We did not break down the results by level of
education.

Since the main reason for honking is to pass other drivers, and higher speed leads to more serious
traffic accidents, one measure to reduce honking would be to enforce lower speed limits.
Separating different types of vehicles could also help reduce honking, as well as increase the
efficiency of each mode: separate lanes should exist for bicycles, rickshaws, and buses. Driver
education could attempt to convince drivers to avoid unnecessary honking when entering the
main street from a side street, and on other occasions when drivers generally honk without any
need, and particularly when in traffic jams, where honking is obviously completely unnecessary.
Finally, a system of instituting fines for unnecessary honking would greatly reduce the problem
and help break drivers of their noxious habit of honking constantly. This measure could even be
popular among drivers, as they themselves suffer from the honking.

When drivers honk
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When asked who suffers from honking, 96% of drivers responded everyone; only 3%
said others only, and 1% said only the person honking. Only one person said that no one
suffers.

Overall, the problems experienced by noise pollution were aggravation (59%), headache
(45%), bad temper (36%), problems hearing (32%), trouble sleeping (32%), difficulty
concentrating (21%), and other (11%).

However, the problems experienced varied greatly by educational level. Educated drivers
were far more likely to mention aggravation and headache than the other drivers. Other
problems were mentioned to a similar degree, with the uneducated being more likely than
the others to mention other problems than those listed here.

Problems experienced from noise pollution
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When asked if it is possible to honk less when they drive, overall 29% of drivers said yes,
34% said no, and 37% had no opinion. Again, the results varied greatly by level of
education, with 53% of educated, but only 22% of somewhat educated and 20% of
uneducated drivers, feeling it is possible to honk less—again showing that educational
programs for drivers will have to be adjusted to their level of education. Fortunately, a
system of fines is applicable to all educational levels, and would be the single most
efficient, rapid measure to bring about change that would bring about relief to all—on
and off the streets.
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Possible to honk less?
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As with the general public, the vast majority of drivers feel that something should be done
to reduce noise pollution. Support for all three measures mentioned was high, with 85% feeling
that a law should be passed, 91% that awareness of drivers should be raised, and 77% that
honking should be banned in some areas. Results were not broken down by education, but would
in any case be insignificant, given the small numbers opposing the measures mentioned. Given
the popular support for such measures amongst those whose behavior would most greatly be
affected, the question remains why such popular measures, for which no significant opposition
appears to exist, have not been passed.

What needs to be done?
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Focus group discussion: mixed group (office workers, students, and drivers)
The participants identified a few key sources of noise pollution: vehicles (both from
engines and from honking), machines used in construction (to break bricks and to mix
cement), cassette players blasting music from shops that sell music, miking used for
advertising, and loud fights among neighbors.

All the participants felt that noise pollution is a huge problem in Dhaka, and suffer from
it directly. They also felt that children are the greatest sufferers, for instance, in their
mental development. Children who live near major roads are often woken from sleep by
horns, and suffer problems from sleeplessness. Students’ study is also harmed from the
interruption of horns. Anyone—student or adult—trying to concentrate is easily disturbed
by honking, and thus loses the train of their ideas.
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Participants also felt that noise pollution is dangerous to heart patients, that noise
increases blood pressure, that hearing loud horns causes headache and serious
irritation/annoyance. They also identified horns as a cause of accidents: for instance,
while someone is crossing the street, they hear the sudden blasting of a horn, and freeze;
at that point they may easily be hit by another vehicle. (They did not mention another
potential problem—when people honk too much, others block out the sound, and thus do
not react when someone honks to warn them of imminent danger.)

The participants agreed that people’s knowledge and awareness about noise pollution
must be raised. They pointed to the level of honking that often occurs during traffic jams
and at traffic lights. Pedestrians also need to be educated, since if they suddenly step in
front of a moving vehicle, the driver has no choice but to honk. People should also be
educated not to play their music too loudly.

In addition, participants said that the circulation of old, unfit vehicles on the roads causes
noise pollution. Traffic police should be trained to stop the movement of unfit vehicles,
and to fine drivers who honk in areas where it is not allowed. One participant commented
that improvements in traffic circulation in general would also help to decrease honking.

In summary, focus group participants all felt that noise pollution is a big and serious problem
requiring serious solutions. The main recommendations of focus group participants were to:

0 Educate drivers and the general public about the problem of noise pollution, and what they
can do to reduce it;

Improve traffic conditions;

Work directly with drivers to motivate them to honk less;

Create a good law about noise pollution, and inform the public about it;

No longer allow miking everywhere, but instead specify certain places where it is allowed:;
Not allow unfit vehicles to circulate.

Oo00DDo

Focus group discussion: bus drivers

The drivers included those whose buses circulate in Dhaka only, and those who also drive to
other cities. They felt that in addition to horns, there are many other causes of noise pollution in
Dhaka. These include miking, brick-breaking machines, and industrial noise especially from
tanneries and lead machines.

The drivers stated that they also suffer from noise pollution. Problems mentioned include
headache and bad temper. They get angry when people honk too much. They complained about
the lack of laws to reduce the problem of noise pollution.

One cause the drivers mentioned for frequent honking was the excessive number of
vehicles on the streets. They blamed this in part on the decision by the government to ban
vehicles that are more than 20 years old. While some owners imported new vehicles,
others simply sent their old vehicles out of Dhaka to obtain permits, and continue to drive
them in Dhaka, thus increasing congestion and honking.
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The drivers also blamed the practice of police stopping vehicles to check their paperwork in the
middle of the road. This causes traffic jams, and thus also increases drivers’ frustration and makes
them honk. Some drivers blamed rickshaws and pedestrians. They said that many rickshaw
pullers do not pay attention to traffic, pulling out in front of other vehicles, which necessitates
honking. Pedestrians come out from shops and stand in the street while waiting for a rickshaw or
talking to friends, and drivers must honk at them also.

Others mentioned the overloading of vehicles (carrying more passengers than the vehicle
IS meant to) putting pressure on engines, which makes a lot of noise. Some blamed the
practice of owners asking the drivers to make as many rounds as possible so as to collect
more passengers. In order to drive quickly, honking is necessary. Further problems
include the impatience of passengers, who urge drivers to move quickly and pass other
vehicles; and the habit of bus passengers of standing in the street while waiting for buses.
Some will not move under almost any circumstance, so drivers are forced to use
hydraulic horns to get them to step out of the way of their vehicle.

The suggestions of drivers for improving the situation include raising awareness of both drivers
and passengers. Such programs should be ongoing and frequent, preferably using radio and
television to encourage people to change their behavior so that honking will be reduced. Separate
lanes should be created for rickshaws. The traffic situation should also be improved. More
pedestrian bridges should be built, and their use encouraged. Finally, out-dated vehicles should be
removed from the streets.

Interestingly, the drivers did not view their own impatience and irritation while driving as
a problem, but rather as a natural consequence of the difficult road situations. Their
reluctance to assume any responsibility for their own behavior would have to be taken
into account when designing awareness campaigns for them.

Horn-free driving?

Mahbub hired a taxi from Tongi to Dhanmondi. As the taxi started to go, he asked the driver
to go slowly, and to try not to honk much. The driver replied that he could go slowly, but
that it is impossible to drive in Dhaka without honking a lot, and proceeded to honk steadily.
When they arrived in Uttara, Mahbub got out of the taxi and took another one. He gave the
same directions to the new driver, who replied that he would try to honk less, but wasn’t
sure to what degree it would be possible.

All the way from Uttara to Dhanmondi (almost an hour), the driver did not honk a
single time. The driver explained that he had never tried to drive without honking,
but now realized that it was not only possible, but a much more pleasant way to
drive.




Discussion

Most people surveyed feel that noise pollution is a large problem, and personally experience
many problems from it. Alarmingly, 60-73% of students experience difficulty concentration,
headache, and aggravation as a result of noise pollution, and a startling 97% of students say
their studying is disrupted by horns. Among drivers, 76% felt that noise pollution is a big
problem; 84% of men and 94% of women also classify it as a big problem. An alarming
percentage of drivers and the general public experience a range of problems from noise pollution.
That such large percentages experience bad temper and aggravation from honking could help
explain the frequent sight of fights in the city streets, and is likely to contribute to high blood
pressure, and the resultant heart attacks and strokes. Children are likely to be particularly affected
by problems sleeping, difficulties hearing in school, and trouble concentrating on their studies.

There is also a high level of support for various activities to reduce noise pollution, and a
perception that the media and most organizations are not discussing it. This suggests that noise
pollution is a largely neglected problem in Dhaka, and one that would gain much public support
if it were addressed through both laws and public awareness.

Among drivers, while there was general agreement that noise pollution is a big problem, this view
was least likely to be held by the least educated drivers. As the least educated also often drive
trucks, which have very loud horns, they are an importance target group for education on noise
pollution, requiring specific methods that will reach them. On the positive side, most drivers
support measures being taken to address noise pollution, including banning honking in many
areas.

Probably the most important action that needs to be taken to reduce noise pollution in Dhaka—
and throughout Bangladesh—is to pass and enforce laws aimed at reducing the problem. The
possibilities covered in this survey all received strong public support: banning hydraulic horns
throughout the country; banning the use of miking for advertising, processions, and election
campaigns; not allowing industrial activity or brick-breaking machines in urban areas; placing
limits on the level of sound acceptable (for instance, to bring down the noise pollution from shops
that sell music), and improving traffic control. More places could also ban honking, with the
signage being improved for visibility by drivers. Fines should be implemented and enforced to
prevent honking in quiet areas, and unnecessary honking on all occasions. Non-motorized
transport, which is far quieter, should be encouraged, and traffic congestion decreased by various
measures to discourage private car use. Separate lanes for bicycles, rickshaws, and buses would
improve traffic flow and encourage space-saving means of transport, which would also decrease
traffic congestion and thus decrease both noise and air pollution. Laws aimed at reducing sound
pollution would reduce the health problems and aggravation caused by noise pollution, and garner
widespread public support.

Public awareness—specifically targeted to different groups—would also be likely to
prove effective in reducing noise pollution. For instance, uneducated drivers are the least
likely to feel that noise pollution is a problem, and that it is possible to honk less. The fact
that 45% of drivers say they honk in traffic jams is evidence of one place to begin with a
campaign—convincing drivers to avoid honking in situations where it is absolutely
unnecessary. Drivers in general need to be educated about the importance, and
possibility, of honking less. Passengers should also be targeted, as they often hire the
drivers, and thus can change their behavior. For instance, campaigns could encourage
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people to tell their drivers to drive more slowly—which would also help reduce
accidents—and to honk as little as possible.

PART II: INFORMATION AND ACTION

Problems caused by noise pollution

WBB staff spoke to different doctors working on the issue of hearing loss, to learn more
about how noise pollution harms the hearing and what other problems it causes.

Noise pollution’s harm to children’s psychology
Dr. Mohammed Zillur Rahman
Professor, Nose, Ear, and Throat Specialty and Surgery
Dhaka Medical College and Hospital

Noise pollution not only damages the ear, causing hearing loss, but also damages the
nerves, affecting people’s psychological well-being. The harm is particularly severe to
children. When they frequently jump at the sound of a blaring horn, their psychology
is affected. Damaging as steady noises can be to our hearing, sudden, unexpected
noise can take a bigger toll on our nerves. Some vehicles are equipped with
particularly high or loud horns that are particularly harmful to hearing and nerves.
Traffic authorities and police should move to stop these flagrant violations of our laws,
and to prevent honking illegally in front of hospitals and schools.

Hearing loss from noise pollution
Dr. Tajul Islam
Dhaka Medical College Hospital
I
Noise pollution can permanently damage hearing. A few days ago, a patient came to see me,
who couldn’t hear well. He works in a garage, where he repairs cars. When the cars pull up,
they honk loudly. We often see hearing problems in those who work in garages, in traffic, or
who work or live in congested areas, where they are frequently subjected to the sound of
honking. There is nothing we can do to fix the hearing damage. Such sufferers can no longer
hear people talking at normal voices, but are forced to ask people to shout, which can have a
disastrous effect on their work and social relations.

Honking a Risk Factor for Heart Disease
Dr. Biplab Bhattacharrya, Cardiologist

Car horns, bombs, and other loud sounds are extremely dangerous for the heart. Sudden
intense noises can cause heart disease, and continued exposure to loud noises can raise blood
pressure, also causing heart disease and stroke. Loud noises are also very dangerous for heart
patients, who need to recover in peace and quiet. The sleep desperately needed by these
patients is also easily disturbed by honking. If a heart patient is suddenly awoken by honking,
his or her blood pressure can be seriously affected, worsening the disease. For the sake of
heart patients, and those at risk of heart disease, we must control noise pollution in
Banaladesh.




Although the following two stories are about people whose deafness is not (as far as we know)
caused by sound pollution, we have included them to give a sense of the difficulties experienced
by those who cannot hear. As we are aware of no statistics for deafness caused by noise
pollution in Dhaka, we can only guess at the extent of the damage. That noise pollution causes
hearing loss as well as many other problems is beyond question.

Few hopes for marriage

My 13-year-old daughter cannot hear. When we put a device to her ear, then she can hear a
little. Because she can’t hear, we cannot talk to her normally, but have to use sign language.
For me, my husband, and my family to communicate with her through sign language is not a
problem. But others cannot talk to her. Because she can’t hear, we don’t take her out with us.
The fact that she is a girl makes things more difficult; we are worried about her future
marriage. We have paid for treatment, but it was not effective, so we send her to a special
school.

Selling a cow to gain hearing

A vendor in a village is deaf. He walks through the streets to sell milk products, but when
people ask him the price, he tells them where his home is; when they ask where his home is,
he tells them the price of his goods. For that reason, many people make fun of him and shout
curses at him. Though he cannot hear what they are saying, he understands the intent, and
finds it very painful. Finally, he went to a doctor. The doctor prescribed a hearing device that
Would allow him to hear, but he could not afford it. The cheapest device is 4,000 taka—
where would he get so much money? In the end, after much difficulty, he was able to buy a
device so that he can now hear—but in order to buy it, he had to sell a milk cow, thus
threatening his ability to earn a living.
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Accepted noise limits (in decibels) and current noise situation in Dhaka

Accepted levels for noise are established by the type of neighborhood—quiet,
residential, mixed, commercial, and industrial—as well as by time of day (day vs.
night). As the table below shows, the range is from 35 to 75 decibels. However,
the actual situation in Dhaka city is quite different from the desired one portrayed
by the limits.

Table 1. Noise Quality Standards, by Zone and Time of Day

Zone Class Limits of dBa
Daytime Nighttime
(6 a.m-9 p.m) (9 p.m-6a.m)
Silent zone 45 35
Residential zone 50 40
Mixed (residential/ 60 50
commercial/industrial) zone
Commercial zone 70 60
Industrial zone 75 70

Source: Unnayan Shamannay, People’s Report on Bangladesh Environment 2001, Volume I, Database
(The University Press Limited, Dhaka, 2001).

Of particular interest is the concept of a silent zone. According to the Ministry of Environment
and Forest’s Environment Conservation Rules 1997, as cited by Unnayan Shamannay, “Area
within 100 metres of hospital or educational institution or government designed/to be designated
specific institution/establishment are considered silent zones. Use of motor vehicle horns or other
signals and loudspeakers are forbidden in silent zones.”

As Table 2 shows, noise levels around some schools and hospitals far exceed what is allowed—
by a startling 22 to 38 decibels. A similar situation likely exists as regards most other schools,
hospitals and government institutions in Bangladesh.
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Table 2. Measured Noise Levels in Some Sensitive Areas of Dhaka

Location (outside the facility)

Measured noise level (dB)

Morning Afternoon
Shaheen school 74 83
Motijheel Govt. high school 79 83
Dhanmondi Govt. boys high school 75 80
Azimpur girls college 78 80
Tejgaon women’s college 67 75
P.G. hospital 78 82
Dhaka medical college hospital 69 80
Mitford hospital 73 76
Children hospital 69 72

Source: GOB 1999: GOB 1997 Bangladesh Compendium of Environment Statistics, Bangladesh Bureau of
Statistics, Dhaka, as cited in Unnayan Shamannay, People’s Report on Bangladesh Environment 2001,
Volume 11, Database (The University Press Limited, Dhaka, 2001).

While the problem of noise pollution is most devastating as regards “quiet zones”, it is also of
great concern in all other zones, as shown by measures of noise levels in Tables 3 and 4.

Table 3. Noise Level (dBA) Near Road, by Time of Day

Time Location

Interval Gulistan Science | Saydabad Farmgate Dhanmondi | Gulshan Uttara
Commercial | lab Commercial | Commercial | Residential | Residential | Residential

Mixed

7am- 80* 76 83 80 76 76 76

1lam

11lam- 79 75 84 79 74 75 75

3pm

3pm-7pm | 81 77 84 82 75 76 77

7pm- 79 75 82 80 76 74 73

11pm

*numbers rounded

Source: Ahmed, F. (1999), “Study on noise pollution caused by road traffic in Dhaka city”. B. Sc. Engineering Thesis,
Department of Civil Engineering BUET, Dhaka, as cited in Unnayan Shamannay, People’s Report on Bangladesh
Environment 2001, Volume Il, Database (The University Press Limited, Dhaka, 2001).

Of interest in Table 3 is the lack of any significant difference in noise levels between
residential, commercial, and mixed areas; the lack of any significant differences by time
of day (despite the recommendations that levels after 6 p.m. be lower); and the consistent

exceeding of accepted noise levels.
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An unpublished 1998 study by the Society for Assistance to Hearing Impaired Children (SAHIC)
revealed alarming levels of noise, as shown in Table 4. SAHIC’s report shows noise levels in the
residential area of Banani of 68 decibels, the residential area of Gulshan at 70 decibels, and in
areas such as Farmgate and Bangla Motor of an astonishing 104-106 decibels. The levels—and
resultant harm—are likely to be even higher now, given increased population density and vehicle
ownership. While some laws exist to limit noise pollution, they are insufficient and are not
enforced.

Table 4. Noise Levels in Selected Areas of Dhaka

Area Noise level
(decibels)
Sayedabad Bus Terminal 106
Bangla Motor 106
Sonargaon Hotel 104
Farmgate 104
Mohakhali Crossing 103
Maghbazar 103
Mowchak 103
Gabtuli 102
Jatrabari 100
Tejgaon Industrial Area 97
Mirpur-1 97
Kakrail 92
Gulistan 90
Sapla Chattar Motijheel 89
Sadarghat 87
Mirpur-10 86
BIRDEM Hospital 81
Dhanmondi Residential Area 78
Gulshan Residential Area 70
Banani and Baridhara Residential Area 68

Source: Society for Assistance to Hearing Impaired Children (SAHIC)
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Recommendations and suggested actions

Suggested actions for NGOs, media, and others

a
a

a

Make a conscious effort, and/or instruct your own drivers, to honk as little as possible.
Increase use of more environmentally friendly means of transport, such as bicycling and
walking, for short- and medium-length trips.

Work with others in your neighborhood (home and office) to control noise pollution. Post a
sign banning honking, and ask those who work outside to help enforce it. If a special source
of noise is present—such as a shop selling music, or a brick-breaking machine—approach the
owner as a group, and demand that the noise be reduced (or, in the case of the brick-breaking
machine, eliminated by removing it).

Visit neighborhood schools, and give the teachers and students leaflets about noise pollution
and the need to reduce it. Stress that parents should avoid disturbing their children, and thus
should they avoid honking, and instruct their drivers to do the same. Start a program in a local
school to encourage students to walk or bicycle to school, thereby reducing traffic congestion
as well as noise pollution, and encouraging the important habit of physical activity.

Add noise pollution to your agenda, and look for ways of reducing it. For instance, try to
work with driving schools, truck unions, and bus and taxicab companies to get commitment
to educate drivers to honk less. This is partly a traffic safety issue, as frequent honking makes
honking ineffective, and thus increases the possibility of accidents. You can also work with
shops selling music, and other sources of noise pollution. Remember to focus on the harmful
effect of noise pollution to those creating it, as illustrated in this report.

Work with media, or personally write a letter or article, about noise pollution. Stress the
damages it causes, the need to reduce it through our own actions, and the importance of
having strong noise pollution laws, to make Dhaka a more livable city.

Work with the Government to enact the measures listed below.

Share this report with others.

JITTRTF YoISTRL BT T (TFCTIAZS

(Note: these actions will not only reduce noise pollution, but will receive strong public support)

Q

Enforce existing laws on noise pollution (such as enforcement of quiet zones). In many cases,
laws already exist, but people are unaware of them, and the police do not enforce them. By
educating the public about existing laws, enacting strong penalties, and informing the police
of their responsibility to enforce them, the noise pollution situation could be improved.
Completely ban the use of machines to break bricks. The machines are not legal—there are
no permits for their use—and yet they are tolerated, even in residential neighborhoods. The
machines harm all those in the surroundings who are exposed to the noise, which disrupts
their work and study as well as causing stress, aggravation, and physical symptoms. The
machines are also likely to cause permanent hearing damage to those who operate them and
work in the construction sites where they are used. The practice of using machines rather than
hiring individuals to break bricks also deprives the poorest of the poor of gainful
employment, and worsens the economic situation of the poor and their families. If the
machines are allowed, it should only be in low-populated areas outside of Dhaka city.

Ban the use of miking for elections campaigns, processions, and advertising. If the
Government is not ready to completely ban the use of miking for elections campaigns, they
could strictly limit the hours when it is allowed, widely publicize the schedule, implement
strict fines for exceeding those hours, and work actively with the police to enforce the ban.
There are many other ways of communicating messages without using loudspeakers, and
miking as it is currently practiced is a public nuisance.
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Ban polluting industrial activity in urban areas. This would have a double benefit: reduce
both noise and air pollution.

Place larger signs banning honking in quiet zones. Larger, more visible signs—and
preferably with a fine announced—will help reduce honking around schools, hospitals, and
government institutions. The current signs are too small to be visible or effective.

Place and enforce limits on decibels in urban areas. Certain common offenders should be
targeted, such as shops that sell music.

Improve traffic control. This will result not only in reduced noise pollution, but will also help
reduce traffic accidents. Specific actions include not allowing buses to pick up passengers
anywhere on the road; not allowing people to stop at rotaries; and controlling where vehicles
park. Separate lanes should be created for non-motorized transport, buses, and other vehicles,
with priority given to non-polluting and efficient forms (e.g. bicycles, rickshaws, and buses).
Non-polluting transport (walking, bicycles, and rickshaws) should be encouraged.

Brick-Breaking Machines: An Avoidable Menace?

Perhaps all of us are familiar with the tremendous roaring sound of machines used to
break bricks for construction, and have suffered from the aggravation, headache, and
difficulty hearing and concentrating that accompany the hours of intense noise.
Believing there is nothing we can do, we suffer in silence. Yet a 1976 law bans loud
noises that create disturbance in residential neighborhoods. And to our knowledge,
there are no licenses for such machines, no permits for using them. It would appear
that the use of machines to break bricks is in fact illegal.

The machines are not only a public nuisance, creating aggravation. They can also
cause an increase in blood pressure, disturb the sleep of babies and children, and
create tension and anger. The people who work with the machines are exposed to such
high levels of noise, their temperament and blood pressure are likely to be affected,
their hearing may easily be irreversibly harmed. Further, the use of the machines
deprives the poorest of the poor from much-needed employment, through the manual
(and quiet) breaking of bricks. Can Dhaka really afford the use of machines that cause
suffering to so many, and reduce needed employment among the poor? The use of
such machines should be stopped at once and forever.

What can you do if someone uses a brick-breaking machine in your neighborhood?
Try to get a few other people to join you, then go speak to the head of the construction
work. Ask to see the permit to use the machine, explain that its use is illegal, and
threaten to bring in the police if the machine is not stopped. In our experience, simply
being firm in making the demand, and showing that you are aware of the illegal
nature of the machine, is sufficient to cause its use to be stopped. Let’s work together
in ensuring that the machines are completely eliminated from our country.
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Conclusion

Noise pollution is a serious and neglected issue in Dhaka, and throughout Bangladesh. It
is time for NGOs, the media, and the Government of Bangladesh to work together to
reduce the problem, and increase the quality of life in this country. As many of the
sources of noise pollution are unnecessary and could be reduced fairly easily and at little
cost, there is no excuse for further delays in taking action. Given the magnitude of the
problem, and of the human suffering that results, we can no longer afford to neglect the
issue of noise pollution. For the health, sanity, and well-being of the population, and for
the future of our children, it is time that we all take this problem seriously, and begin
implementing solutions. Whether as individuals, NGO staff, or members of the media, we
can and must take specific steps to reduce the problem of noise pollution.
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