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Challenges to the prevention of COVID-19 spread in

slums of Bangladesh

Bangladesh is a lower-middle income country in South Asia

with a population estimated at ∼160 million. The country

has been facing rapid urbanization over the past few decades.

More than one-third of the population lives in urban areas

in Bangladesh.1 Of the total urban population, ∼55% live in

slums.2 These slum dwellers live a life without basic amenities.

The first coronavirus disease (COVID-19) case was identi-

fied in Bangladesh on 8 March 2020. To prevent the possible

spread of this virus pandemic, the World Health Organiza-

tion (WHO) recommends some measures, including hand-

washing, sanitation, physical distancing and home quarantine.

Preventing the spread of this pandemic is unfeasible in slums

in Bangladesh because of some major challenges such as

congestion, inadequate water supply, poor sanitation facilities,

poverty and lack of awareness.

Physical distancing, keeping at least 3 feet away from the

nearest person while coughing, sneezing and even speaking,

is an important measure to prevent the spread of the pan-

demic. In the slums of Bangladesh, population density is very

high, amounting to 205 415 people per square kilometer.3

About 37% of slum households in city corporations have

26–50 square feet per person.4 Because of this congestion,

slum dwellers cannot maintain physical distancing properly.

Home quarantine for those who may have been exposed to

coronavirus is crucial to prevent community transmission.

As recommended by the WHO, people must stay in a sep-

arate room during quarantine.5 But three-fourths of slum

households live in a single room.4 This prevents most of

the slum dwellers from practicing home quarantine in slums.

Handwashing is another important measure to prevent the

COVID-19 virus from spreading. According to the WHO,

functional handwashing facilities with water and soap should

be available within 5 meters of toilets.6 Only 28% of the

population has a handwashing station equipped with soap

andwater in Bangladesh.7Handwashing facilities are expected

much less in slum settlements than in non-slum settlements.

Almost two-thirds of households share a water source with

10 or more households in slums.5 Hence, slum dwellers find

it di�cult to wash hands with soap and running water. Usually,

slum dwellers are poor and engaged in daily wage-based

occupations. So, they have to go out every day for their

livelihood even during lockdown. Furthermore, they have no

adequate knowledge on personal hygiene.

To minimize the spread of COVID-19 infection, some

e�ective measures should be taken for slum dwellers. Tem-

porary shelters, including living space, handwashing facilities

and latrines should be built to meet their additional housing

needs during the virus pandemic. The government should

provide basic needs such as food, housing, healthcare and

utility services for all slum dwellers free of cost during the

whole pandemic period so that they are not forced to go out

for a livelihood. Moreover, both the government and NGOs

should work together to raise awareness on personal hygiene

among slum dwellers and improve sanitation facilities in slums

to fight against the COVID-19.
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