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OPEN DISCUSSION ON

Agriculture and Food: Policies and Practices in Bangladesh

Introduction: Agriculture at presents contributes about 20 per cent of the GDP of Bangladesh, whereas it 
remains as a provider of employment opportunities for over 43 per cent of her labour force. The health of 
rural economy of the country is predominantly dependent up on agriculture, which also is found to be a 
major determinant of her economic growth. Similarly, country’s food security is critically dependent up on 
rice production which occupies most of the cultivable lands. Despite that, access to food and nutrition 
continues to remain a major concern for millions of middle and low income earning households of 
Bangladesh. It continuous to list at the top of family expenditure for most of the households in Bangladesh. 
Achieving food security is thought to be a far reaching target despite numerous poverty eradication and 
food security initiatives taken both from the government and non-governmental sectors in the country. In 
many cases such initiatives are found to be inadequate, inefficient or poorly designed. Inadequate 
investment, lack of appropriate policies and poor policy coherence and inefficiency in 
implementation of policies remained the three major causes of concerns for the growth of agriculture 
sector for a vibrant economy of Bangladesh and to ensure her food security.

A Glimpse on Some Recent Updates: Achievement in agriculture in terms of food production, since the 
independence, is found to be far better than most other sectors of the economy of Bangladesh. Certain 
effective policies adopted by the state and use of scientific knowledge/innovations are thought to be the 
major influencing factors for the growth of food production in the country. About 95 per cent of the food 
demand of the country is supplied by her local producers, out of whom 89.3 per cent are landless, small and 
marginal farmers. Given this fact, country’s food security and growth in agriculture depends highly on 
those farmers. Thus policy initiatives favouring small and marginal farmers are highly required for the 
growth and food security of the country. The present government have initiated many encouraging steps for 
boosting agriculture production and food security in the first two years of its tenure, which have resulted 
into many positive outcomes- the health of rural economy becomes much vibrant than ever. Formulation of 
the Perspective Plan (2011-2021), the Sixth Five Year Plan (SFYP, 2011-2015), Bangladesh Country 
Investment Plan (CIP, 2011-2015), Draft National Agriculture Policy, 2011 along with the first two 
national budgets (FY2009-10 and FY2010-11) are some recent policy and planning initiatives which have 
opened many windows of opportunities for agriculture and food sectors of the economy. Despite such 
positive notes, certain macroeconomic initiatives concerning agriculture and food sectors taken over the 
last one year and lack of implementation of these policies and plans has raised many questions. 

Causes of Concerns: Despite many positive initiatives taken in favour of agriculture and food sectors in 
the recent time, there remain many areas of high concerns which may put many targets and goals into risks. 
Firstly, the trends of investment in agriculture can, no how, be termed as per the allocation expected either 
in CIP or in the SFYP. Cutting down of agriculture allocation and subsidy by 4.23 and 26.66 per cent, 
respectively in the budget of FY2011-12 compared to the revised budget of FY2010-11 (despite the size of 
the overall budget got increased by an astonishing 25.8 per cent), are some signs of concerns. Moreover, 
increased prices of almost all agricultural inputs in one hand, and significantly reduced prices of rice in 
recent months (in many cases which are found to be in the tune of Tk.100/mound) on the other, may affect 
food production in the coming seasons. Secondly, although a country like Bangladesh is allowed to provide 
a subsidy of up to 10 per cent (of her agricultural output) to agriculture under the WTO regime, she merely 
provides about 4 per cent which in many other countries are found to be much higher. Farmers in 



Bangladesh deserve to get more access to concessional credit, inputs and other facilities which certainly 
would boost the agriculture sector of the economy. Thirdly, investment in agriculture research and 
innovation assumes to play very important role, whereas in the face of increased population and 
environmental changes more investment in these sectors has no alternative. Despite that Bangladesh merely 
allocates any fund for agriculture research, although both CIP and the SFYP identify this as a very critical 
necessity. Fourthly, the government in last one year is found to be depending more on import based food 
security than procuring foodgrains from local producers at fair market prices which is very important for 
the overall health of agriculture and food security in the country. Fifthly, country’s food management 
system, in many cases, is increasingly coming into the hands of certain private firms whose prime motive is 
to earn maximum profit. This is a worrisome tendency for a country like Bangladesh where most of the 
people are poor and middle-class. Sixthly, it is observed that country’s food prices influenced highly on
global influences but there is no unidirectional trend. It means local food prices increase while the global 
prices hike but the vice versa is not always true. For a net food importing developing country (NFIDC) like 
Bangladesh in the era of global food price volatility, this may seriously undermine her economy and cause 
lot of suffering for her poor and low income earning people. Finally, statistical discrepancies put all 
decisions into high uncertainty. Without accurate facts and figures it is impossible to design appropriate 
policy tools which may bring desired outcomes for the economy.  

Recommendations: Given the prevailing circumstances concerning agriculture and food security in 
Bangladesh the following recommendations can be made keeping in mind the larger economic interests and 
the benefits of the poor and marginal people, including producers:
 There is a need to ensure higher investment in agriculture, including investment in research and 

innovation. This should be as per the promises made in CIP and the SFYP. Also the Draft National 
Agriculture Policy, 2011 should be reviewed in line with CIP and the SFYP.

 Country’s food management system needs to be urgently reformed. Creating more storage capacity, 
increasing the role and the capacity of TCB, finalizing the Competition Act as soon as possible and 
brings to an end of all types of malpractices by food importers and corporate need to be stopped up 
immediately. 

 There is an urgent need to undertake agro-ecological zone (AEZ)-based agriculture policy and 
planning, particularly in the face of climate change, to ensure that most of the local concerns are 
sufficiently being addressed into policies.

 It is extremely important to ensure fairer access in country’s common pool resources by the poor 
and natural resource-dependent people which assumes to play a critical role against food insecurity 
and malnutrition.

 Given increasing food vulnerability in recent years and access to food being internationally 
considered as a basic human rights, it is important that the government quickly passes a ‘right to 
food bill’ to ensure the right to food for all. 

 Given availability of reliable information is a serious problem in Bangladesh which plays very 
critical role in decision making and policy planning, there is an urgent need to undertake massive 
reforms in statistical departments of the country to ensure access to reliable data.

 There is a need to set an independent “Food Price Monitoring and Forecasting Cell” to study and 
understand global and local market dynamisms for food related decisions. 

 Bangladesh should raise her voice on the long standing unsolved provision promised in favour of 
the NFIDCs in the WTO in access to food trading in the upcoming meeting.

From the prevailing circumstances it appears that many of the policies and plans are made without 
maintaining certain level of coherence, a must for fruitful outcomes. Keeping this reality in mind there is 
an urgent need to undertake a comprehensive agrarian reform program (CARP) in the country and 
her overall food management system needs also to be restructured accordingly. 
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